
        
            
                
            
        

    

      
        
          The Four Crowns

          Book 4 of Defenders of Vosj

		      
          

        

    




Kevin P Hallett

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          kevinphallett.com

        

      

    





[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]








Copyright © 2023 Kevin P Hallett
Mapart © Kevin P Hallett
All rights reserved.
ISBN 979-8-9862678-6-9 (paperback)
ISBN 979-8-9862678-7-6 (hardcover)
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business, companies, events or locales is entirely coincidental.





To my sister and nieces in England,
Linda, Deborah, and Laura
And to Deborah and James’ little pub in Brent Eleigh.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Who’s Who
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Widemouth
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    1.
    
    Tunnel Refuge
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    2.
    
    Vanished
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    3.
    
    The Cellar
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    4.
    
    Red Rescue
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    5.
    
    Plans
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    6.
    
    The King’s Directive
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    7.
    
    There Be No Gods
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    8.
    
    Secrets Revealed
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    9.
    
    Spies Revealed
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    10.
    
    Widemouth
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    11.
    
    Bitched
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    12.
    
    Indulgencies
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    13.
    
    Counter Moves
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    14.
    
    Tunnel Patrol
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    15.
    
    The Naked Count
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    16.
    
    Confrontation
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    17.
    
    A Defining Weakness
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    18.
    
    My Duty
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    19.
    
    What’s Missing?
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    20.
    
    Whole Again
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    21.
    
    Failed Gambit
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    The Palace
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    22.
    
     Roon the Crusher
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    23.
    
    Preparations
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    24.
    
    Vosj’s D’sur
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    25.
    
    A Hard Lesson
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    26.
    
    Moving Outside
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    27.
    
    To the Palace
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    28.
    
    The Queen
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    29.
    
    Going Home
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    30.
    
    A Missing Stone
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    31.
    
    Pursued
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    32.
    
    Finding Roon
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    33.
    
    The Funeral
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    34.
    
    Egan Again
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    35.
    
    A Prayer
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    36.
    
    A Wizard’s Bodyguard
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    37.
    
    The Proposal
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    38.
    
    Two Encounters
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    39.
    
    A Strange Land
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Lowmouth
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    40.
    
     Captured
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    41.
    
    The Cock Inn
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    42.
    
    King Tarik
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    43.
    
    Desperate Plans
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    44.
    
    Fever
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    45.
    
    Chasing Rumors
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    46.
    
    Breaking Taboos
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    47.
    
    Negotiations
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    48.
    
    An Old Friend
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    49.
    
    Discovered
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    50.
    
    Ambushed
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    51.
    
    Search
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    52.
    
    Old Enemy
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    53.
    
    King Rullag
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    54.
    
    Spectral Strangler
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    55.
    
    A Dizzy Feeling
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    56.
    
    Are You Loyal?
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    57.
    
    The Blacksmith
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    58.
    
    Arrested
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    59.
    
    Rescue
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    60.
    
    It’s Personal
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Acknowledgments
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Meet the Author
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Blank Page
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Also by Kevin P Hallett
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    First Scene in Return of the Defenders
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
      

    
  


Who’s Who


Here are the characters from the earlier books in the series; they are reintroduced here to allow new readers to enjoy the fourth volume if they haven’t read the previous three. 
D’dec and d’sur: the source of a wizard’s power. The d’dec absorbed and concentrated the d’sur magical power of the planet. The d’dec was a twelve-sided object about the size of a blueberry.
Apprentice Brodia Raffun: Brodia was the headstrong farmer’s daughter Wizard Preem chose as his apprentice. After just a year, she was strong enough to fight in the war against the northern wizard, Quon. But the enemy was strong, leaving Brodia struggling with Preem against superior wizardry that threatened to kill her family before coming for her. Now known as the Green Wizard, she was in love with Wizard Preem.
Grand Wizard Preem Forma: Otanic’s Grand Wizard, Preem the Bone Crusher, loved his apprentice of one year, Brodia. He would do anything to keep her safe in the wizard war but knew he couldn’t, as he needed her abilities to have any chance against the much stronger enemy, who could hide from him.
Apprentice Roon Namik: Roon was Preem’s second apprentice. He only had one working arm but remained determined to guard Brodia’s back, just as she protected Preem’s back. With the start of the war, he trained hard to become a worthy Defender of Vosj.
Count Quon of Broditch: Crippled by Wizard Sarn long ago, Quon still developed into a powerful grand wizard, the first and only one to master the four-way split to create sixteen d’sur fists. His goal was to kill Preem so his liege, King Tarik of Harpin, could conquer Otanic. He uses his ability to hide his magic to keep ambushing his foes. Last night he slipped mysteriously out from Kefnu City.












Journeyman Wizard Lihan: Also known as the Gray Wizard, Wizard Lihan was Quon’s first apprentice. Brought up in a gentle family, he despised war and killing people. The last time he fought Brodia, she sliced open his belly, forcing him to drop into the Otan River to evade her.
Apprentice Alom: Quon’s second apprentice. A street-wise boy who hasn’t learned to fly yet.
Princess Foliana of Otanic: Princess Foliana was the daughter of Otanic’s King Attim. Foliana once hated Brodia because she, too, loved Preem. But they became friends when forced to work together to survive a Harpinian attempt to kidnap Foliana. She gave Preem the salamander brooch, which he later gave to Brodia.
Jisana Stray: Jisana was a twelve-year-old forced onto the streets after her parents died a year ago. The street-wise kid can throw a knife or pick a lock. Preem used her to counter the beggar-boy-spies used by Quon. She became close friends with Roon and worshiped Brodia from afar.
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Widemouth
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Tunnel Refuge



In Vosj’s fourth kingdom, at the end of King Attim’s reign, twelve-year-old Jisana would be tortured that afternoon.
However, that morning, she sat in the pouring rain outside the Green Tower tavern with the overly colorful shingle depicting the green-tinted West Tower. Lightning flashed across the sky while she huddled, waiting for the summer storm to pass. These things rarely lasted for half a hand.
Her small corner between the tavern’s wall and the stone steps offered shelter because the wind came from behind her. Still, she scrunched her knees into her chest to keep herself warm. A few people passed along the cobbled street with shoulders hunched against the rain. One man climbed the tavern’s steps. Jisana didn’t bother with her begging bowl, as the normal didn’t see street folk on days like these.
The time between the lightning flashes and the thunder lengthened as the storm moved away. Soon the rain was little more than a drizzle, then it stopped. Still, the storm had washed the streets, leaving them with a freshness that would only linger for a hand. Jisana liked these brief renewal periods as they took her away from the boredom of begging for her existence.
Jisana remained awestruck about talking to her hero two days ago. It was the briefest of conversations, but the Green Wizard told Jisana she would find her when she was older. Later, Jisana met the Bone Crusher himself, who asked her to join his team. Now she was helping the One-Armed Wizard, who treated her like she was one of the normal. No one had done that since her parents died of the fever last year.
The wizards offered a chance to return to the place she cherished. Jisana grew up in the servant’s quarters in the South Tower of the Keep, less than fifty feet from here. Being inside the Keep’s walls would be going home for her.
Two boys came along the newly washed street; the shorter one was a beggar boy, a grist. He had a limp. The taller one wore ordinary clothes, walking with a confident stride. Something about them held her attention as they approached.
Jisana quickly realized the grist with a limp was the boy who attacked her a few days ago. On that day, she managed to cut his leg twice, giving him the limp he still had. She stretched out the muscles in her legs before tucking them under her, ready to jump up. The tall boy looked familiar, though she couldn’t remember where she had seen him.
When the two boys faced her from the street twenty feet away, she stood, knife in hand. This was turning into a fight. Glancing at the King’s Keep gateway revealed two poppy-red guards. Neither was as big as the one who helped her the other day. She was alone.
“I’s owes ya, poke,” the grist said, taking out his cubbie. The tall one waited, though it was clear he’d get involved if Jisana got the better of the grist.
“Ya brings yar mama to helps ya then,” she called out to the grist using her street language.
“I’s gonna tap ya, poke,” limping grist said, though he hadn’t moved toward her.
Jisana stole another glance at the tall boy. “I know you,” she said, dropping into her old dialect. “You’re the palace servant I saw in the tunnels yesterday.” 
It was a mistake. 
“Kill her, Nip,” the palace servant said as he pulled out his cubbie. It was a strange weapon for someone working in the Palace.
In that second, Jisana knew this wasn’t a fight over a begging spot. These two meant to kill her. She had stumbled on something so secret that they would execute her. Her assailants closed in, trying to corner her. But she jumped, pulling herself onto the head-height top step. The dull thwack of a cubbie hitting the stonework behind her propelled her to greater speed.
After jumping down on the other side, she ran hard along the cobbled street. Hopefully, the grist wasn’t so fast with the limp she’d given him. Ignoring the first alley, she ran for the second one, dodging into it. There was no need to glance behind her. She could hear their heavy footfalls as they ran after her. 
“Don’t let her get away,” one of them said.
This alley curved to the right before splitting into two directions. It was why she chose it. Taking the left fork, she ran for the steps leading into an abandoned storeroom. Jisana half ran, half slipped down the steps. The door was open. Inside she took the few seconds she needed to pick the door locked. Picking locks was one of the skills she practiced to compensate for her small size. She considered herself the fastest on the streets.
The storeroom was blacker than the darkest night. Feeling her way around the wall, she found the empty barrels hiding the tunnel entrance. Jisana already had her picks in the lock when the storeroom entrance opened. There was no helping the sound of the lock clicking, so she moved quickly to open the heavy door and relock it from the other side before they could find it behind the barrels.
There was no time to crawl in the darkness to find the stairs, so she ran, trusting her memory. She stopped, knowing the top step was nearby. Feeling the edge of the steps, she began running down the spiral staircase, sliding her left hand around the inner column. She had a fighting chance if she could make it into the tunnels at the bottom.
Jisana completed three revolutions before the lock clanged above her, and a faint light permeated through the utter darkness. The boys had stopped to light a torch, giving her extra time.
She skipped down the stairs in a rhythm, unable to see the steps. A couple of times, she almost lost her balance. It was a long way to the tunnels, and she was tired. She stumbled when the end of the stairs surprised her, banging her knees hard on the stone floor.
With no time to dwell on the pain, she crawled to the tunnel entrance, feeling for the lock. Again, she worked in blackness, picking the lock to slip through the door before relocking the door from the tunnel side. Now she needed a place to hide.
[image: image-placeholder]Jogging blindly along the tunnel, Jisana brushed her right hand along the curved wall to keep herself from hitting a wall. With no light here, it was the only way to find a tunnel branching off. She rarely used this underground warren, so she couldn’t say where she was going. But she knew she had to get out of any direct sight from the door she entered.
Finally, her right hand found a gap. She turned into the opening, moving to the other side so her left hand was on the wall. She jogged until finding a space on her left. Repeating this pattern, she alternated right or left turns three more times. As she ran, she listened for any sounds coming from behind; the more turns she made before they entered the tunnels, the better her chances of disappearing.
Running her hand on the wall also revealed several doors. Just after her fourth turn, she heard the faint but distinctive click of a door unlocking somewhere far behind her. The boys were in the tunnels. It was time to open one of the doors to get out of these tunnels.
Jisana opened the next door, relocking it from the other side. There was no helping the sound of the locks, which were as loud as thunder inside these reverberating tunnels.
Despite easing forward with outstretched hands to feel her way, she banged her knee into a stone shelf. Jisana let out a small whimper of frustration at hurting her already sore knee. Feeling around, she discovered the shelf was a sloping ramp rising to her right. Smugglers used these ramps to roll barrels to a tavern’s cellar, which usually had two exits, one to the streets and one to the tavern’s bar.
Jisana scrambled up the ramp, keeping close to the wall to avoid the drop on the other side. The ramp switched back many times as she climbed in the dark. She was exhausted by now after expending more energy in half a hand than she usually did in a week. She slowed to a crawl to catch her breath. This ramp had switched back six times, meaning she was more than halfway to the top. 
In the silent blackness, she took a few seconds to think. The palace servant wanted her dead, not just for pleasure or to get his way. No, it was something important to him. But what did she have that he wanted? What did she know that he wanted kept secret? All she knew was that she remembered him from the tunnels, and she recognized the grist who had tried to take her spot two days ago. It didn’t make sense, but she had to get this information to Roon. But she had to get out of these tunnels alive to do that.
In the lightless silence, she heard the clink of the door unlocking far below her, followed by a distant light that burned brightly after the blackness. Jisana scrunched against the wall, hiding in the shadows, barely daring to breathe.
After a few seconds, she heard voices drifting up from the depths. “Look here. Someone came this way. Do you see the footprints?”
“I’s does. Tha poke cames this ways.”
“Then she’s trapped, Nip. You can tap her.”
“I’s plays wivs her first,” came the ominous response.
An unexpected calmness came over her as she crawled along the ramp, keeping in the shadow while doing her best not to make a sound. As the boys began climbing up the ramp, the shadows moved. She could easily follow their progress. She still had a chance if she reached the door to the tavern’s cellar with enough time.
Finally, she reached the platform at the top. She saw the glowing rectangle of light seeping through the door’s edges. She still had time, though opening the door would reveal her presence. Approaching the door, she saw the light around the door’s frame flickering. Then she heard someone unlock the door. Was it a tavern worker or more grists coming to take her? 
Jisana moved quickly to stand behind the door as it opened, spilling more light onto the top platform. A grist came through carrying a torch. She kept her back pressed against the wall in the door's shadow. The boy walked across the platform to the start of the ramp.
“Is that’s ya, Nip?” the top grist called out.
Jisana didn’t wait to hear the reply. She eased around the door into the tavern’s empty cellar. She needed a place to hide. A torch in a sconce provided enough light for her to see a row of barrels lying on a rack with their taps facing the floor. These must be full of ale. In the corner near the door that should lead to the street were several barrels standing upright.
Jisana shuffled over to this corner, hoping to hide behind the barrels. She tapped the first barrel with her knuckles; it gave off a hollow sound. She reached into the top, finding it lidless. The tavern staff was airing it out before returning it to the brewery. Crawling across the barrel tops, she picked one near the middle before quietly climbing inside. Sitting at the bottom, she waited.
It wasn’t long before she heard the three boys talking in the cellar as they searched the room. The palace servant was in charge, instructing them to check behind the barrels. Jisana held her breath when she heard someone tapping the barrels. She regretted not trying to get out to the street, but she’d made her decision and would have to live with it now.
“Are you sure no one got past you?” the palace servant asked.
Jisana smiled when she heard the second grist say, “I’s a boy outside. He be’s watching tha door.”
“We must find this girl, Nip. I want two boys near the Keep’s gateway. She’s not to get back into the Palace,” the servant said. So, they didn’t want her getting to Roon. It made up her mind about doing just that. Then the servant’s next words were chilling. “Getting this girl takes precedence over finding where the Runt’s family stays. Put everyone on finding this little poke.”
“What’s about tha Crusher’s folks?” the grist, Nip, asked.
“This girl is more important. Stop her before she can reach the palace. The count won’t be happy if she gets by you.” Jisana wondered who this count was, though she sensed it was another vital snippet of information to give Roon. 
The group left the cellar through the door to the street. Jisana heard the last instructions from the servant. “Have someone watch this door.”
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Vanished



The thundering booms got closer to the flashes of lightning. Brodia was flying into the storm that lashed rain all around her. She couldn’t fly fast because she couldn’t see beyond a hundred feet. Still, she expected to reach Grallan in two hands, twice as long as when she flew eight enormous soldiers two days ago. Her reasoning for gliding above the road to Grallan was simple, Count Quon must travel this road through Grallan, so when she got there, she would have passed over his carriage, or the people of Grallan would say he went through their village.
Count Quon of Broditch was the enemy grand wizard who had vanished during the night two hands before the Time Star set beyond the Western Mountains. Brodia reckoned that if the day were sunny, it would take the count seven hands to reach Grallan. The thunderstorm should slow him just as it was impacting her. She expected to reach Grallan four hands after sunrise, so she would arrive ahead of the count after passing his carriage on the road.
Brodia flew fifty feet above the hard-packed roadway, using the scattered trees as anchor points for her flying platform. She was low enough to see the road through the rain. Because of the low visibility, she only used one gripping fist to pull herself along, leaving one d’sur fist to form a shield to keep off the rain that threatened to blind her.
She held her new tarner in her left hand, pointing its top to the side. Its snake-like shape was her dedication to Vanji from the neighboring kingdom of Jongiloc. Vanji was her ex-lover’s little sister who was fed to a snake by the count’s apprentice, Yarin. Her tarner was a permanent reminder that she fought for all the young women across the kingdoms of Vosj.
A flash of lightning came with an instant crash of thunder that shook her body. She remembered hearing of a woman killed by lightning in Widemouth. That woman was crossing the humpbacked bridge over the Wan River. Does it matter how high I am? she wondered.
Pushing past each anchor point, her flying platform drifted until she could grip another tree at the edge of her visibility. Then she pulled again. It was a monotonous routine of release, grip, and pull. Meanwhile, nothing moved on the road below. Even ducks wouldn’t fly in this weather.
The blinding flash of light made her turn her head away. Everything went wobbly as vibrations came along her gripping fist, forcing her out of her d’dec hidden in her tarner’s top. She was falling. The road’s grassy edge came at her as she pushed back into her d’dec to form a thick lifting hand underneath her. She crashed into her lifting hand, which absorbed the worst of her fall.
Brodia lay at the side of the road, with the rain soaking her. For a minute, she couldn’t gather a rational thought as her body tingled. The cool rain helped bring her scattered senses back. That bright flash meant the lightning almost hit her. Finally, she reentered her d’dec to create a shield over her to keep the rain off. Standing, she looked along the road. A tree was on fire. It was the same one she had been using as an anchor point.
Already soaked, Brodia disengaged from her d’dec. Sitting on the bank’s wet grass by the road, she allowed the rain to pour on her. The lightning was a warning from the Gods to respect their power. She was a day-old journeyman wizard who was far too complacent. Even though she fought to prove she was worthy of the title, she shouldn’t take her position for granted.
In that realization, she also accepted that Preem, her Zenii, was right about the Gray Wizard. She hadn’t killed him as she claimed because the bastard cocooned himself under the river to hide from her. Zenii said that if the Gray Wizard had died, his d’dec would be detectable. But it wasn’t. So, the Gray Wizard still lived.
It took ten minutes before the constant rain settled Brodia’s nerves enough to continue. Her chilled body moved slowly as she reformed her lifting hand. In Grallan, she would find a warm fire and a change of clothes. It was those thoughts that kept her going for now.
Soon after starting, she saw another flash of lightning. The thunder roll came a few seconds afterward. The storm had moved ahead, so she steeled herself to fly through its center again.
[image: image-placeholder]When she saw Grallan, she was ahead of the dark clouds, flying in much lighter rain. She hadn’t seen the count’s carriage on the road. It was hard to see how he could have reached the village so quickly unless he used magic to fly ahead of the storm.
In the village, the people sheltered ahead of the strong storm. She landed in the village square near the elder’s stone house. Brodia met the elder a few days ago, so she took a moment to remember his name.
When the housemaid opened the door, Brodia asked if Elder Gotaan was home. The woman stared at Brodia for several seconds. Finally, the maid asked if Brodia was the Green Wizard. Brodia nodded, so the woman stood aside to let her limp in.
“Can I get anything for you?” the maid asked as Brodia stood beside the warm fire in the drawing room.
“I need a change of clothes. I had to fly through the storm to get here quickly.”
The housemaid waved Brodia into her small bedroom, where she selected a dress. Brodia guessed it was the one she used for church, so Brodia asked for a plainer one. 
“Lightning just missed me,” Brodia said as she climbed out of the men’s clothes she preferred to wear. The pants were stiff from the water. “I had to stop in the rain.” 
“That’s wonderful,” the maid replied. Then realizing what she said, she added, “I mean, it’s wonderful you can fly in a storm. You’re so brave.”
When Brodia removed her boots, she revealed the bandage covering the hole in her foot had seeped blood. The housemaid found a fresh dressing to wrap Brodia’s sore foot. Finally, she redressed in delightfully dry clothes. As the housemaid led the limping Brodia back to the drawing room, the maid promised to dry her clothes quickly.
“Welcome, Wizard Brodia,” the waiting Elder said, offering his arm.
“It’s good to see you again, Elder Gotaan,” she replied, clasping arms. She saw in his smile that he was pleased she remembered his name. Preem had advised her how important such a small gesture was to people. “I’m looking for the Count of Broditch, who left Kefnu six hands ago. We believe he is returning to Harpin. Has he passed through your village?”
Gotaan shook his head. “It’s not possible to pass through without many people seeing him. Still, I will ask my houseboy to ask around.”
Soon after sitting beside the roaring fire, Brodia received four pulses from Preem through her d’dec. It was an agreed-upon signal. She went outside. Keeping herself sheltered from the rain, she flew fifty feet to the east and then back to the elder’s house. It signaled that she hadn’t found the count or his coach.
After signaling Preem, she sat by the fire listening to the rain beating against the window’s shutters as it intensified. Brodia felt strange in a dress, having not worn one since last summer. It was silly, but she felt unwizardly in a dress. Her tarner lay across her lap, the one thing to remind her what she was.
Elder Gotaan asked why the count’s traveling back to Harpin was worthy of her traveling through a thunderstorm. Brodia hesitated. Much of the reasoning was a state secret. As she grappled with an answer, she realized she should have prepared better. Finally, she told him it was a state secret, a fact he must have already surmised.
“The count’s coach would not be able to travel across fields or follow narrow cart paths,” Brodia said. “Where can it turn off the road to hide?”
“As you know, Grallan lies halfway between the Otan River and the Eastern Forest,” Gotaan replied. She didn’t know this because she hated geography, preferring stories of faraway places. “There may be many places along the Kefnu Road where they can shelter from the storm.”
Sheltering from the storm wasn’t what Brodia expected from the count. Instead, she expected him to use it to cover his retreat. She wondered if Quon could hide in the forest. So, she asked if the Eastern Forest was part of the ancient forest she passed through a year ago. That forest was hard enough to move through on foot, making it impossible for a carriage.
“The ancient forest ends twenty leagues south of here. The cooler temperatures here mean the forest is more open. Still, I would be surprised to hear that a carriage could pass through it or would want to try.” The elder paused as he tried to recall other details. “Few people live in the Eastern Forest. I have heard of only one small community. They are north of Grallan, at the end of a narrow cart track.” She asked if the community had a name. He said it was the hamlet of Retin.
By now, the lightning flashes preceded the thunder by less than five seconds. The storm would soon be over the village of Grallan. Once her clothes were dry, Brodia would fly back to Kefnu, keeping halfway between the road and the forest. She felt no itch at the back of her neck, so she wasn’t in danger.
The storm was at its height when Brodia heard pounding on the elder’s door. Maybe it was the houseboy returning with news of the count’s carriage? She sat, waiting for the housemaid to bring the visitor to the warmth of the drawing room. When the man entered, she grasped her tarner, ready to engage it.
The bedraggled man glared at her from the doorway; his wet yellow smock clung to his body while she saw red stains washed by the rain. The elder welcomed the Daffodil to the fireplace. Though he thanked the elder graciously, he said not a word to Brodia, which was fine by her. The Brotherhood Against Wizardry was as much her enemy as the Harpinians; more so, since they swore to apprehend any ‘loose’ women and had tried to burn her alive twice. The yellow smocks they wore prompted their nickname of Daffodil, though they’d kill anyone for calling them that to their face.
“Are you hurt?” the elder asked. The stranger nodded without taking his eyes off Brodia. Sensing the frosty atmosphere, despite the crackling fire, the elder introduced Brodia.
“I’m certain he knows who I am,” Brodia said. She wanted to scream at the man for all the injustices the Brotherhood had committed. But she acted with indifference for now. It was how Preem would deal with the same situation. “What’s your name, Brother?” she asked.
“Brother Arin,” he replied. Then turning his attention to Elder Gotaan, he said, “My patrol was attacked two hands ago by a wizard.” He turned to glare at Brodia again. “He came through the air to decimate us. We hadn’t a chance.”
“Are you the only survivor?” Brodia asked. But the fool ignored her. So, the elder repeated the question.
Brother Arin said he wasn’t sure if others still lived. He described how the Brothers collapsed on the ground. Brodia assumed that the wizard killed them through magical spearpoints, the weapon of choice for a wizard. Brodia let the elder ask questions as the Brother fleshed out the story. The attack happened near the forest. The unknown wizard wore bright-colored clothes.
When the elder pressed him for more details, the Brother admitted the wizard could not be the Bone Crusher because the attacker had a pale face, and it wasn’t the Green Wizard because it was a man’s face that he saw.
“We can fly back to where the ambush happened to see if others still live,” Brodia said. “If the Gods will it, there may still be a chance to save some lives.” The Daffodil shook his head no. “What are you afraid of?” she asked.
“You’re an abomination,” he said vehemently. “I’ll not go anywhere with you.”
His reluctance exasperated her. He could be lying about the whole episode, though his description convinced her it was real.
It was tempting to admonish all men for their stubborn stupidity. But it wouldn’t be fair, nor would it help. Instead, she said, “I’m offering to help your fellow Brothers. If that’s not enough to move you from this intractable opinion, then there’s little I can do.” Brodia thought for a moment as the Daffodil continued to glare at her. “Even an abomination can help,” she added.
Elder Gotaan weighed in on the conversation, urging Brother Arin to put aside his differences with Otanic’s wizards. But the Brother continued to shake his head.
“Did you hear the story about the princess's visit to Lastin last spring?” Brodia said. Arin glared harder. “Of course you have,” she said, answering her own question. “Well, the Brotherhood tried to kill the princess. It was a capital offense that Princess Foliana wanted me to carry out on the spot.” Brodia paused to let Arin absorb the implication of her words. “However, I convinced her to spare them. In the end, only one of the Brothers died that day. He had committed the worst crime against her highness. All the Brothers tried to burn me alive, but I still spared them.”
“All abominations should be burned,” Brother Arin murmured, though she could see her story affected his resolve.
“I’m not abhorrent. I’m just someone who can do magic. I was born this way, so I’m offering to use that magic to save the lives of members of the Brotherhood.”
It took a few moments of silence, but finally, Brother Arin nodded his agreement. Brodia told him that she would let him guide her back to the ambush site once the storm passed. Elder Gotaan added that the village doctor should go with them.
So, she would go to see if they could save anyone else. It would allow her to search for signs of the count or his carriage. She could also search for evidence that the Gray Wizard was in the area. She still had concerns about her family.
[image: image-placeholder]The thunderstorm passed over Grallan quickly. When the rain was light enough to ignore, the elder sent for the village doctor and one of the two soldiers staying there. Brodia went to the housemaid’s bedroom to change into her regular clothes. The dried clothes were still warm, feeling pleasant on her body. The housemaid fawned over her, curtsying several times.
“Farina, relax,” Brodia said to the housemaid, who looked Ma’s age. “I’m just a farmgirl who became a wizard. I'm not nobility.” Brodia almost laughed at herself. After years of denying her farmgirl roots, here she was, reminding people that was exactly where she came from. Still, Farina fussed over Brodia, avoiding touching her tarner, though she stared at it several times. “Hold this for me,” Brodia said, handing the snake-shaped tarner to Farina while Brodia put on her pear-green beret. The housemaid held it like it was a newborn.
“Thank you, ma’am,” Farina said meekly as she returned the tarner. Brodia guessed many stories would be embellished about the day a housemaid held a wizard’s tarner.
Back in the drawing room, Brodia found the soldier waiting with the doctor. Brother Arin looked less than pleased to see her in her usual attire. He mumbled something about being in the presence of an abomination. She ignored the comment, wanting to avoid any further delays.
Outside, she formed her lifting hand level with the house porch so she could step onto it. After sitting cross-legged in the middle, she signaled the other three to join her. The soldier appeared relaxed as he’d flown before. The doctor was more curious than scared. But the Daffodil was petrified. She almost had to pick him up. Finally, he sat behind Brodia until she waved him forward to sit in front to guide her.
Brodia lifted them before asking the men to move while she balanced the platform. Then she flew them over the rooftops toward the southeast.
“How long did it take to reach Grallan?” she asked Arin, who was still visibly scared. He mumbled something she couldn’t hear. She leaned forward to speak softly, saying, “I need to know how far to fly. Did it take you a hand to ride to the village, or was it longer?”
“I cantered for two hands, maybe more,” he said. She patted him on the shoulder to thank him. “Don’t touch me bitch,” he snapped.
Shocked at first, Brodia was happy at the Daffodil’s vitriol as it reminded her of their normal relationship. However, it was a silly attitude, so she let the man know this. “Up here, your survival is dependent on me. You should remember the old axiom to respect those that have your life in their hands.”
For a while, the flight continued in silence. Brodia mentally calculated how far away the ambush took place before deciding on eight leagues. Finally, she asked Brother Arin if he recognized the area. He didn’t.
“I don’t think this man cares to help his fellow brothers,” she said aloud to the soldier and doctor. “We will need to search for any sign of the attack.” Brodia lifted her platform higher, so they could see over a wider area. “We also need to find the Count of Broditch’s coach.”
When she estimated she’d gone eight leagues, she could see the expanse of the eastern forest a league further on. The doctor and soldier watched the ground to either side. The land was a patched quilt of grass crops laid out in rectangles. But she saw nothing that broke up the uniformity of this farmland.
“Were you ambushed inside the forest?” she asked the Brother.
“No,” was his monosyllable reply.
“Close to the forest?” This time he nodded. “Was it south or north of here?” Arin sullenly pointed toward the south. So Brodia flew south, keeping a quarter league from the forest on her left. She moved slowly, looking out for the carriage or any sign of disturbance. The land would be saturated, raising her fears that any wounded Daffodils would die if not moved off the energy-sapping wet ground.
Moving slowly enough to study the terrain around them, Brodia flew her platform four-hundred feet above the fields. She kept concentrating on any nearby magic, letting the passengers search for the victims. Her only comfort was a lack of itch at the back of her neck. Although she never understood the itch, she accepted it was a sign of danger or a warning to change her plans.
Twice the doctor or soldier pointed something out, but on a closer look, it was nothing. She was getting frustrated.
“There!” the doctor called out again, pointing to his left. She lowered the platform to take a closer look. This time she saw small patches of yellow scattered in a grass field. She went closer until it became clear they had found the site of the ambush. She landed close to the bodies. The doctor hurried over to check them. The first three were dead, but the fourth was barely alive. Brodia lifted the wounded Daffodil from the wet ground to place him on her platform. 
“Don’t let him leave,” she told the soldier when she saw Brother Arin walking away. The soldier quickly stopped the Brother.
Brodia watched as the doctor moved among the prone Daffodils. Some of them he only checked for a second. These dead or dying men would kill her if they got a chance. Yet she had an overpowering sense she had to help. It was as if that lightning strike had opened her mind to something bigger than her resentment toward these men. They were part of her Defenders of Vosj responsibilities too.
Ultimately, the doctor identified three living Daffodils, but he said there was little chance of them surviving without better care than he could administer. Brodia made a quick decision.
“I’ll take them to Kefnu Palace, where the royal physician can tend to them. I’ll take Brother Arin with me while you return to Grallan.”
A minute later, she was flying hard toward the southwest expecting to reach the Otan River just north of the city. No longer needing to search the land around her, she flew at her top speed.
Brodia concentrated on her fast flying as she approached the wide river. The walls of the capital were a couple of leagues away. At first, Brother Arin sat sullenly on the platform, but after she admonished him for ignoring his wounded comrades, he moved about the platform giving them comfort.
When she was a league north of the Palace, Brodia connected to Preem’s d’dec to send a triple pulse, asking him to come to her. He should be outside when she arrived so he could arrange for a doctor. Being a Defender was a complex situation that now required her to do things she didn’t expect or couldn’t fully explain.
She swept straight over the city walls and down to the Royal Gardens near the balcony to the king’s private quarters. As expected, Preem was there with Roon, plus two members of the King’s Guards. She landed smoothly, yelling out that these men needed a doctor. One of the guards went to find the physician.
Preem took her to one side so she could tell him about the ambush. He asked several questions, some of which had no answer, like where was the Gray Wizard. But she had to think when he asked about tracks in the soft soil. At no time had she seen any carriage tracks through a field. The count had vanished with his coach.
While the royal surgeon tended to the three Daffodils, Brodia attended an emergency council meeting with Preem. A guardsman escorted Arin to the same session, keeping him outside. The king stoically accepted the news that Brodia relayed about the missing count. Everyone had theories about where he was.
Finally, Brother Arin was pulled into the council room to describe what had happened. Though he couldn’t explain why the wizard attacked his group, his description of the man flying over them left no doubt that the count attacked them from the air. But why? If he intended to hide, why make it evident that he was in that area? Preem reminded them that the Brotherhood violently opposed all magic, so maybe this wizard was killing his enemy. Preem carefully avoided mentioning Quon’s name while Brother Arin was in the room.
Brother Arin survived because another Brother fell on him, hiding him from the flying wizard. The attack lasted a minute, which raised another mystery. If the count wanted these men dead, why not land to make certain of his work? The council dismissed the Brother before continuing their discussions.
After several minutes, the council agreed that this was both an attack of opportunity and a diversion. Count Quon wanted everyone to believe he disappeared in the eastern forest.
King Attim asked Preem about the count’s riding crop.
“I still believe it is his mastyon, sire,” Preem replied. “He is probably using the wizard’s stone from one of his students. It could be the Gray Wizard’s stone or another. I believe he still has three stones. Though one may be unusable to him. I had a similar situation in Lowmouth last year when I had two stones in my possession. When King Rullag took one, he thought he had declawed me, but I was almost as powerful as before.”
“Almost as strong? So, he may be strong, but he needs his mastyon to reach full strength?” the King asked.
“Indeed, sire, that is what I believe. I have asked your royal craftsman to make a replica of the count’s mastyon. I hope to deceive him into making a mistake. I’m certain he has plans to steal it back.”
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The Cellar



Alom didn’t want to let Nip inside the count’s house, choosing to talk to him in the foyer. The staff was elsewhere, leaving this area deserted so he could speak his mind.
“How did she get away from you?” he demanded. “Do you not understand how important she is to us?” He felt nothing but frustration at the situation. Even though he didn’t know all the details, he remained convinced that if this little girl could compromise Zenii’s plans.
Nip nodded but made a mistake by saying, “T’is only a little poke, Alom. What cans she do?”
“She can talk, you fool. And may have done so already because of your incompetence.” Nip scrunched his hat as he looked at the floor. “Find her, Nip. I’ll give you a big reward when you do.”
Nip nodded. “I’s can plays wiv her if ya want. Afore I’s gives her ta ya.”
“No. I need her unharmed to ask her questions.” Nip looked disappointed, so Alom added, “You can have her after I finish with her. You can play with her as much as you want then, just so long as she never lives to tell anyone about us.” Alom thought the reward of ‘playing’ with the little girl was more appealing than money.
“I’s finds her,” Nip said, putting on his hat to leave.
“Search through the tunnels and post guards on all the exits. You must find her before she reaches the Keep.” Alom waved Nip away, who bowed before leaving the house. Alom watched him run across the street. If he didn’t find the girl, there would be trouble. If only Zenii hadn’t commanded him not to use his magic near the Palace. Then he could have killed her before she disappeared into the tunnels.
Once Nip was out of his sight, Alom went back into the house. The thought of what Nip would do to the girl made him queasy. It was a cruel world, especially for those living on the street. Of course, he could kill her after getting what he wanted. But he needed to build Nip’s trust in him. So, he would sacrifice the little girl. Nor would he lose too much sleep over it, so long as he didn’t have to watch.
Alom sat in his Zenii’s library, which was off limits to the house staff except by invitation. It was a place he could relax for a few minutes. He pulled out his wand fashioned from a branch found on the Broditch estates. It was a densely-grained wood with a light color. When he created it, Alom spent several hands shaving it to look like a guardless dagger with a sharp tip. Zenii concealed the wizard’s stone in the tip. After engaging the d’dec, he formed a simple gripping fist to lift a leather-bound book from the shelves. This old tome gave a history of Otanic from two centuries ago. Like Zenii, he enjoyed reading wizarding history, though the author had little idea how magic worked.
After a while, Alom decided it was his duty to check on Lihan, so he climbed the stairs to the top floor. Tapping on Lihan’s door, Alom entered without waiting for a response. The man they called the Gray Wizard lay on his bed, recovering from yesterday’s wounds.
“Do you need anything?” he asked. Only Lihan’s eyes moved, following Alom as he walked to the fireplace to toss on a few logs. “I can order some food if you want.”
Alom struggled to keep his voice even. He held nothing but contempt for this man he once treated as his hero. It was clear to him that his erstwhile teacher was scared. Worse, he allowed the abomination to defeat him.
“Hot tea with honey would be nice,” Lihan croaked from the bed. 
Alom pulled the red cord to summon the housemaid. In the past, he would have hurried to get the tea himself. But he saw the abomination yesterday, favoring her leg while pretending she wasn’t. She hadn’t looked like much of anything to him. Yet, Lihan had failed several times to kill her.
“How do you feel?” he asked. Quon brought Lihan back last night and summoned a physician to tend his wounds.
“Sore,” Lihan replied. “I lost much blood when I was in the river.”
“Maybe red wine would be better for you,” Alom said. Lihan shook his head slowly, repeating his request for tea. It wasn’t lost on Alom that Lihan was helpless. Zenii had his tarner, while Alom had his wand back. That left Lihan defenseless, so it would take no effort to kill him as he lay in the bed. “I saw the surgeon sew you last night; it was a shallow cut.”
A tap on the door pulled Alom’s attention away from this weak man. He opened the door to find a young housemaid. “Bring Lihan some red wine. He’s lost a lot of blood,” Alom said loud enough for Lihan to hear. The young woman left. After glancing back at the coward, Alom left too.
He made his way up a short ladder to the attic and onto a narrow back balcony facing east. Earlier, he wrote a note for his Zenii. Knowing he could be here for a while, Alom sat cross-legged before engaging his d’dec. With a gripping fist, he picked up a stone, waving it from side to side. It was the signal. He didn’t wait long before the sausage-shaped box dropped from the sky at his feet. Inside was a short note that he replaced with his own missive.
Seconds after lifting the message box above his head, Alom felt Zenii pull it back to the north. Alom doused his d’dec and went back inside to read Zenii’s note. As usual, it was short, telling Alom that he would return during the dead of tonight. It was sooner than Alom hoped, giving him only a few hands to find the little girl so he could torture the truth out of her. In his report to his liege, Alom mentioned the inactivity from the Palace coupled with the lack of soldiers guarding the Count’s residence. But, of course, he didn’t comment on the girl or the risk she posed. He still had time to clean up his error.
[image: image-placeholder]A nervous Alom watched from the front balcony overlooking the street. Finally, two hands after leaving Lihan to his misery, Alom saw Nip crossing the road with two other beggars. One of whom wore a blueish dress. Had they found the girl? She looked small enough.
When Nip glanced at him, Alom held out his hand to indicate Nip should wait. Then Alom hurried down to the front door.
“Is this her?” he asked. The preteen girl had her hands tied in front of her. 
Nip nodded, holding up her knife. Good, she was the one he saw with the Runt in the tunnels. He had to decide how to get her into the house without raising too many questions. If he brought her along the coach way to the back door, he would have to pass through the kitchen with all the house staff working there. The other side of the house was attached to the Cross Keys tavern. It left only one choice, through the front door, along the long passageway to the cellar entrance.
“Bring her into the house,” Alom instructed. “We’ll take her straight to the cellar.” He signaled for the other boy to stay outside.
Holding the girl’s arm, Alom led her toward the cellar; Nip walked behind. They passed two servants who knew better than to ask any questions. Just so long as he could avoid Quon’s butler, Johan, who was sure to ask difficult questions.
“Don’ts forgets me deal,” Nip said from behind. “I’s gets ta plays wiv tha poke too.”
“Once I get the information I want,” Alom replied quickly, wishing Nip kept his mouth shut, not wanting the girl to hear her fate. The verbal exchange happened as they passed a servant, who glanced at the girl. “None of your concern,” Alom said directly to the houseboy, who merely walked on.
Down in the cellar, Alom looked for a way to tie the girl up. The girl, who hadn’t said a word, looked around the cellar. Alom guessed she was looking for a way out. It meant she still had hope, which was a powerful incentive to talk. The only way out of this cellar was the door or three high windows along the south side level with the ground outside.
Alom took two crowns from his purse. Not wanting Nip to watch him, he gave the crowns to Nip, saying, “Take these, I’ll get more for you. Go now to the Palace to spy on the gate from the spot the girl used.”
“Don’ts fogets ya promise ta old Nip,” he said. Once the boy left, Alom continued his search for a way to restrain the girl as he worked on her. She still hadn’t said a word.
Alom found a long enough rope to satisfy his needs. He used a gripping fist to pass the line through a ring on the ceiling. Glancing at the girl, he saw no change in her expression; she was unaware of his magic. After tying one end of the rope to the bonds tying her hands together, he tugged on the free end. He pulled her hands above her head until only her toes touched the stone floor. She let out a short moan as the rope partially suspended her from the ring.
“What’s your name?” Alom asked. But she didn’t respond. Forming a d’sur fist, he struck her in the stomach. She gasped as the air left her lungs, leaving her swinging until her toes scrapped on the floor to stop her gyrations. “I can do that again if you don’t talk to me.”
Alom was sure it made it harder to breathe with her arms pulled high above her head. He waited until she stopped gasping. “My name’s Alom. What’s your name, little girl?”
“Fuck you,” was all she said.
So, he hit her harder, sending her into a spiral spin. Her cries turned into coughs as her swinging slowed. Then she was gasping for air again. He waited.
“I can do this all day,” he said. “I’m in no rush.” It was a lie; Zenii would be here in ten hands or less. “Do you want to see the sun again?”
“Ya ain’t gonna lets me go,” she said. Her voice was raspy. “I’s hears what that grist says.”
“Ahh, so you can talk. I don’t have to give you to Nip. He’ll understand if I let you go.”
“I’s na fool,” she said, her voice still rough from gasping for breath. “Ya’s gonna kills me, anyways.”
“Just give me your name. What’s the harm in that? Otherwise, I’ll keep hitting you until you do.” Alom smiled at her. “Hanging like that must hurt.” The girl said her name was Jisana. “There, that wasn’t so bad,” he said. “I saw you with the one-armed wizard. Do you know him?” She shook her head; he assumed it was a lie. “What do you know?” Another shake.
“I’s not knows a thing,” she said. But Alom sensed this wasn’t true. He remembered how she spoke normally when she saw him near the Palace. She was a spy, so he intended to learn everything she knew before she died. So, he hit her for a third time, laughing as she swung around.
“I know you pretend to speak the street language. Tell me what I want to know,” he said. Then thinking about a different approach, he added, “You’re right about not letting you live. I can beat you to death slowly, or I can give you to Nip when you still have some strength to fight him off. Maybe, I’ll even let you have a knife. I’d like to see you fight it out with Nip. But if you don’t talk soon, then by the time you do, you’ll be too weak to stop him from doing whatever he pleases.”
“The Green Wizard will kill you one day. Just like she killed the Gray Wizard,” she said, dropping the street slang. “I’ll let her avenge me death.”
“Silly little poke. The Gray Wizard still lives. The bitch only wounded him. Soon he’ll find the bitch’s family to kill them all.”
The little girl pushed herself toward him to spit into his face. Furious, Alom punched her hard in the face, twice, knocking her out. Wiping his face, Alom glared at the girl twisting from the rope, her head lolling to the front. He’d have to wait for her to recover consciousness. By then, her shoulders would be almost dislocated. And if not, then he could do that. Surely she’d talk then.
He left her hanging in the cellar while he went to find some supper.
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Red Rescue



Roon sat with Zenii in the chancellor’s chambers. Impossible a year ago, it now seemed a matter-of-fact occurrence. Of course, he didn’t engage in the conversation beyond listening if Zenii wanted details from him. Brodia had returned from Grallan and was escorting Princess Foliana outside the palace.
Earlier, as they waited on Brodia’s return, Zenii sent Roon to The Stubborn Response tavern to engage the beggar boy there. Roon offered the boy a half-crown to go with him into an alley. The boy was willing enough, so Roon kept him there for several minutes while Preem’s family left the tavern to go to a different inn called Fox’s Tormentor. 
Returning to the Palace, Roon stopped at the Green Tower to see Jisana. But she wasn’t there this afternoon. He wondered if the summer storm drove her away from her preferred place. He mentioned her disappearance to Zenii, who warned Roon that the war was approaching a climax, so they should remain alert to anything unusual, especially if it involved the city beggars. Zenii promised Roon he could search for her once Brodia returned with the princess.
Now, his Zenii discussed the Count of Broditch’s disappearance. The chancellor felt the situation was good, reminding Zenii that Harpin retreated from the invasion last year. But Zenii pointed out that this time they had done nothing to warrant any retreat by the first kingdom. The fact that the count had disappeared on the North Road was indication enough that Harpin was positioning themselves for whatever was next in their plans.
As Zenii continued to discuss options with Chancellor Plov, a knock at the door stopped the conversation. Roon naturally looked to his Zenii, forgetting that this wasn’t their room. The chancellor called out for the visitor to enter. A king’s guardsman entered with a young man dressed in ordinary clothes.
“Pardon the interruption, Chancellor, but this man claims to have information from the Count of Broditch’s house. You had asked us to bring any such news to you, my lord.” The man from the count’s house glanced anxiously at Preem sitting by the chancellor’s desk.
“Thank you,” Chancellor Plov replied. The guardsman left, closing the door behind him. “Well, my man, what news have you for me?”
“Pardon me, my lord, I’m a servant at the Count’s house. They told me to report anything unusual. It might be nothing.” The uneasy man looked around nervously. The chancellor spoke softly, telling the servant that he would judge the news's importance. Encouraged, the man continued. “The count’s assistant brought a beggar girl into the house. I know that’s not strange, but I’ve never seen anything but beggar boys visiting the house. The count was strict about not using beggars in bad ways if you know my meaning, my lord.”
The chancellor nodded his understanding but agreed that he didn’t see much in this news, though he did thank the servant for bringing it to his attention.
Before the man could leave, Zenii asked him how old the beggar girl looked. The servant described her as young, wearing a filthy dress. “Just one of them girls you see each day,” the servant added.
“Eleven or twelve?” Preem asked. The servant nodded. Roon felt a chill. Zenii asked, “Did the count’s assistant say anything to her?”
“That’s what made me suspicious, my lord.” The servant looked from Preem to the chancellor. “He told the beggar boy that he needed information from her, then he took her into the cellar.”
“What color dress is Jisana wearing?” Zenii asked. Roon said it was dark blue. The servant agreed it was the color the beggar girl wore, so Zenii asked the servant to wait outside the door. Then he explained to the chancellor that the girl matched the description of someone helping them. Chancellor Plov agreed to let Preem work with the servant.
Outside the chancellor’s office, Zenii gave his instructions. Roon would return with the servant to see if the girl was Jisana. Roon didn’t ask if Preem could go with them because he knew he must stay near the king.
Roon walked beside the servant, who said his name was Balun. They left the King’s Keep, heading along Royal Street toward the count’s residence. Roon did his best to calm Balun, who remained tense. “A year ago, I worked selling leather goods with my Pa in Jalian market.”
“But you’re the One-Armed Wizard,” Balun said.
“Now I am. But a year ago, I earned the nickname the people give me today. I’m also called the Runt, right?” Balun didn’t respond. Roon found he was coming to accept his nickname as it reminded him not to become conceited. As they passed the Green Tower tavern, he saw a boy sitting in Jisana’s place. It angered him that someone was forcing her out. Still, he would have her join his family so she’d never have to beg again.
When they reached the Cross Keys tavern, Roon looked at the count’s residence. It was attached to the tavern, with a wide passageway along the other side. It was typical of Kefnu, with each house sharing a way to drive a coach to the back where they stabled the horses.
Balun told Roon they could walk to the back, where he would go inside to ask about the beggar girl. So Roon followed the servant along the south side of the count’s house. Roon saw a window at ground level behind bushes along the side of the house. Balun told him they were the cellar windows.
Roon told Balun to wait while he pushed between two bushes. Squatting beside a window, he glanced in, doing his best not to reveal himself. Initially, the cellar was too murky, so Roon waited for his eyes to adjust. The basement seemed empty. Roon took his time to study the room. Then he saw her hanging from a rope. It was a girl in a dark dress. The way she hung there, he knew she was asleep. It was too dark to tell if she was Jisana or not. Still, someone needed help, and he was a Defender of Vosj.
“Balun,” he whispered through the bushes. The servant joined him. “Is that the girl you saw?” Balun peered through the window. At first, he shrugged his uncertainty. Then he nodded. “Help me get her out,” Roon said, not doubting that Balun would stay with him to rescue the girl.
The window opened from the bottom with a small latch. Roon formed a parchment-thin lifting hand to slide through the window’s frame to unhook the latch. With Balun holding up the window, Roon crawled in before dropping to the floor. Inside the count’s house, Roon sensed it would be dangerous to engage his d’dec, so he would have to rescue the girl without his magic.
Once he was part of the cellar’s gloom, it was easier to see. Now he knew it was Jisana. He almost cried out at the sight of her red, swollen face. He grabbed her limp body, lifting the weight from her arms. The servant was outside, so he’d have to do this by himself, without magic or having two arms. Using his good arm, he lifted her to lie across his left shoulder. It freed his one working hand to cut the rope that suspended her.
She was light, weighing no more than a small sack of corn. Back at the window, Balun took Jisana’s shoulders, pulling her through the window. Then he took Roon’s hand to help him out of the cellar.
[image: image-placeholder]Across the road from the count’s house, Roon huddled with Balun in an alley. Jisana lay unconscious on the ground.
“You were courageous,” Roon told the servant. “Will you go back or go elsewhere?”
“I should go back,” Balun replied, though his voice held many doubts.
“We need a spy in his house. But if you go back, you should do so before they find Jisana missing. Take something in with you as a reason for being outside.”
As they spoke in whispers, Jisana began waking up. Roon shook her shoulder. “Jisana. It’s Roon.” She mumbled something incoherent. Then her eyes opened before focusing on Roon. He smiled. “You’re safe now.” It was a lie, but he didn’t know what else to say. “Can you walk?” He helped her to her feet, and she rubbed her shoulders. Her puffy face made him want to scream at the unfairness of war.
“I must get to the Palace to tell them,” Jisana said softly.
“We’re leaving now,” Roon replied. Then he asked Balun if he was staying.
The servant looked at the count’s house. “I’m going back inside. You need a spy inside,” he said. Roon patted his shoulder as he thanked him. The servant ran back down the coach way.
Roon silently prayed to the Gods as he watched the servant disappear. Then he led the way along the street before turning left onto Royal Street. It was a quarter league back to the safety of the King’s Keep. It was a long way to go. The sun was halfway to the western horizon poking through the scattered clouds left after this morning's storm. Obnoxious smells rose from the damp cobblestones.
Roon studied everyone around them, trying to see if they paid him undue attention. Jisana shuffled along, forcing him to reduce his pace to match hers as she continued to rub her shoulders. Finally, he said he was sorry they did this to her, but she didn’t say anything in return, still lost in her thoughts.
He was more than halfway to the Keep when Jisana tapped his hand. She pointed along the street where a group of beggars stood fifty feet away on the other side. Roon continued strolling. The beggar boys ambled across the street, also trying to look casual.
“Stay behind me,” he told Jisana as he engaged his d’dec. Unsure what to do, he settled on the least confrontational approach. He formed a broad shield in front. He would push his way through the boys. They should give up when they saw they couldn’t touch Jisana or himself.
His shield was bowed, like the ones he used to keep the wind or rain away. As he reached the beggars, they took out those short leather-wrapped clubs they used as weapons, what Jisana called a cubbie. Roon had his shield ready as they met. The closest boys swung their cubbies only to have them bounce off his shield. Roon walked on, pushing through the knot of boys. Soon he was surrounded and had to adjust the shield to a cocoon shape to protect their backs.
It was hard to push through as the boys blocked his path. Roon drove against several boys, but he wasn’t strong enough. He saw his plan's flaw as the boys surrounded him, pounding his shield with their cubbies. It was too late to use spearpoints as the boys would knock him out the second he dropped the shield. The beggars had trapped him with Jisana. Next time he would do better.
It was hard to track time as he tired under the pounding of cubbies against his shield. He saw nothing except the bodies of beggar boys surrounding him. Jisana huddled beside him, stoically waiting for the end. Roon’s shield didn’t keep the constant yelling of the beggars out, making it hard to think clearly.
One of the boys forced his knife blade under Roon’s cocoon, but Roon kept the edge of his shield pressed down, so his hand couldn’t get through. Jisana stamped on the blade, holding it against the cobblestones. She wouldn’t let the boy pull it back out. When the boy loosened his grip, Jisana snatched up the knife. Now she was armed too. Ultimately, it wouldn’t be more than a symbolic difference as Roon felt his shield weakening.
Amongst the cacophony of yells, Roon thought he heard a different sound. Lower pitched, it grew louder. Any change would be for the better, Roon hoped. Now he recognized the sound as horses charging along a street with the sound bouncing off the houses. The pounding slowed. In seconds, Roon saw gaps open as beggars ran away. Now he saw the two horsemen charging at them. The sight even scared Roon. So much power coming at you was hard to watch without running away.
Two boys were too slow and got knocked hard by the horse’s chest. Roon wouldn’t have cared if it killed them both. Safe, he dropped the shield, gazing up at the two men dressed in the poppy-red uniforms. One was especially large. Roon recalled seeing him several times around the Palace.
“Corporal Haam,” Roon said, remembering the big man’s name. A calm had come over him at the end, and it remained with him now. “It’s good to see you.” The corporal had his sword in his right hand while controlling his chestnut horse with his left.
Jisana walked over to the two boys lying in the street, rolling each onto their backs with her foot. When she returned, she looked disappointed. Staring at Haam, she smiled despite her swollen face. Haam put up his sword before reaching to give her a hand up to sit behind him. Roon took the hand of the other guardsman to sit behind him. They returned to the Palace at a gentle canter.
Back in the Palace, Roon sat with Jisana in the Two Towers room. Zenii insisted that Jisana sit close to the fire while she told her tale. He gave her a tankard of red wine, a drink she wrinkled her nose at but slowly drank because Zenii insisted it would help her recovery.
Jisana knew a lot, filling in holes that had seemed confusing just half a day ago. The palace servant was named Alom, while the street grist was Nip. Jisana didn’t know him but would recognize him if she saw him again.
However, the worse news was the efforts to find Roon’s family. He silently decided to move them to another tavern tomorrow.
Hearing that the Gray Wizard still lived didn’t surprise Zenii, though Jisana’s comment that he would go to kill Brodia’s parents tomorrow shook him.
Jisana relaxed, having answered all Zenii’s questions. But she almost jumped out of her chair when Brodia entered. When Brodia heard Jisana’s news that the Gray Wizard would go to Widemouth tomorrow, she remained calm. It was too late to go today, so she would beat him there tomorrow.
“You will stay here with us tonight,” Zenii said to Jisana, who shook her head. But Preem wouldn’t let her leave. “You can sleep with Wizard Brodia. Tomorrow we will all have missions to accomplish.”
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Plans



Quon sat in the high-winged chair by the fireplace. After feeding the fire, it pushed welcoming warmth toward him. These middle-of-the-night endeavors did not suit his aging body. However, it was part of his sacrifice for his king.
Lihan slept on his bed, unaware that his Zenii had returned; but not for much longer as Quon sent out a d’sur fist to shake the man awake. Lihan groaned at first, without waking fully. Another shake, and Lihan opened his eyes.
“Wake up, Wizard Lihan. Your liege wishes to speak with you.”
Lihan slowly pulled himself up the bed, half sitting with his back supported by the pillows. “My lord, when did you return?” 
The fear in his apprentice’s voice didn’t please the count. “Get up, don’t lie in my presence.” Lihan claimed he was still injured, but Quon would have none of that excuse. “Wizard Sarn severed my spine, yet I still managed to escape. Your injury is nothing that a day should have eased already. I don’t have time for you to dally in bed.”
Lihan got up slowly, making an extensive display of his difficulties. It didn’t impress Quon, who held his tongue for now. Once his apprentice faced him from the other chair by the fireside, Quon asked him to explain what happened in Clovermouth, Bigbend, and at the watchtower. He listened for several minutes as Lihan described the action, blow for blow.
After Lihan finished, Quon said, “You make it sound as if you were lucky to survive.”
“The Bitch Witch is much stronger than you said,” Lihan agreed.
“Wizard Brodia. Show respect when we are alone. Maybe that respect would help you avoid complacency,” Quon said snappishly. “So, you think I’m to blame for misleading you?” Lihan had the sense to shake his head. “I did not see her double split until you fought her. She should have been uncoordinated, struggling to control four d’sur fists simultaneously.” Quon paused to let his words sink in. “How long did it take you to coordinate all four fists? A week as I remember.”
Lihan nodded. “She had good control over her fists, my lord. And then the boy with one arm attacked too.”
“So, now she is a journeyman wizard. She has learned fast, so we must kill her. Otherwise, she will make it harder for me to defeat Grand Wizard Preem. You must execute the mission to kill or capture her family in Widemouth before they have a chance to realize you are capable of flying.”
“I do not feel I can fly, my lord.”
Quon leaned back to let the fire warm his face. Lihan’s tarner lay across Quon’s lap; if not for his need to have Lihan protecting his back during any battle, he would execute the coward. “I have two missions for tomorrow. The best I can do is let you choose between them. However, I don’t believe you have earned even this small appeasement.” Quon watched Lihan’s face for any sign of resolve but saw none. “The first mission is to capture or kill the Green Wizard’s family,” Quon said. “The second mission is entering the Palace to steal back my mastyon from Wizard Preem’s room. Quon needed it if he had to adopt the fourth plan. The one strategy that he barely spoke about, even to himself.
Lihan gazed at him as if hoping that neither mission was needed. After giving him a minute, Quon said, “Well, master Lihan, what will it be? Fly north to fight a family of plain people. Or go into the Arrox cave to sneak past Otanic’s grand wizard.”
“I will go to Widemouth, my lord.”
“A wise choice. You can leave in the morning. Go now to find my wheeled chair so I can move to my room without raising any concerns in the house.”
After Lihan shuffled out of the room in his nightshirt, Quon relaxed. Once this war was over, he would need to build a wizard’s academy. Maybe the best use for Lihan was as a teacher. He certainly wasn’t a fighter. In his dream of the future, Quon envisioned a place where he could train magically gifted boys into wizards. Only Harpin boys would be allowed. He would quietly execute all others. That academy would ensure Harpin’s rule over Vosj for the next millennium, and grand wizard Quon would be the father of it all.
When Lihan returned with a wheeled chair, Quon floated himself to it. “Be in the library at sunrise, Wizard Lihan, so we can prepare for the day’s missions.” With that, Quon left Lihan’s bedroom to get a few hands of sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]Quon sat in the library, waiting for his apprentices to arrive. Soon after Alom entered, Lihan joined them. It was time to start this war council. “Wizard Lihan has had three indecisive encounters with Wizard Brodia. She’s a worthy adversary, so you aren’t to engage her, apprentice Alom. She could kill you as easily as Grand Wizard Preem.”
“Yes, my lord,” Alom responded. But Quon could see something troubled the young man, so he asked what concerned him. “I fear a spy is in your house, my lord.”
“Well, that wouldn’t surprise me, young man. But what have you seen to convince you?”
Alom’s troubled look deepened before he replied, “I had a young beggar girl tied in the cellar yesterday. But, she escaped.”
Alom’s words angered Quon. He hadn’t thought the young man twisted like Yarin. “I gave orders not to take unfortunate children off the street for our pleasure.” He started.
But Alom quickly defended himself. “Not that, Zenii. I'm sure this girl was a spy for the Palace. I was interrogating her.” Quon asked how he was so sure she was a spy. “I saw her with Roon the Runt in the tunnels under the Palace.”
“Did she recognize you?” 
Alom hesitated to answer, so Quon pushed him. Finally, Alom blurted the whole story about her recognizing him with Nip outside the Palace. Quon listened carefully. If Alom was telling the truth, then this girl knew more than what was safe.
“Letting this girl escape was a grave error, master Alom,” Quon said. Alom hung his head. “Thank you for telling me. It would have been bad for you if you had kept this secret before I found out.” He would have to consider the extent of the damage done. If Preem knew they had a way into the Palace, it would be harder to steal back his mastyon unless he created a diversion.
Still, he also needed to eliminate the spies. “Do you have any specific people you believe could be the spy?” Quon asked. Alom mentioned two servants, Balun and Kilma. Quon nodded his thanks; he would have to talk to these two servants immediately.
But first, he needed to assign the missions for today. “We are on the cusp of our war with Otanic. Few things have gone well,” he said, looking at them both. “Today will be critical, so I expect your full dedication to the cause. You may have to put yourselves in danger of your lives. The Kingdom of Harpin expects no less of you ... nor do I.”
“What is the plan, my lord?” Alom asked.
“To kidnap or kill Wizard Brodia’s family and to get back my mastyon.” He watched the expression on Alom’s face. He was eager to make amends for the spy escaping. “Well? Thoughts, master Alom?”
“Wizard Preem keeps your mastyon on him,” Alom said. “I can try to pick it from him. I was good at such things before you found me, my lord.”
“Thank you, Alom. But all I’ll need is your lock-picking skills.” Quon turned his attention to Lihan, who had carefully kept out of the discussion. Quon gave back Lihan’s tarner. “Wizard Lihan, after breakfast you will fly to Widemouth to capture Wizard Brodia’s family,” Quon said. Adding in sterner terms, “I will be watching. Do not fail me this time!” Lihan nodded before opening the door to leave. “Remember,” Quon said, “Kill the father, but bring the mother to Kefnu, where we will hold her. And walk out of the city before you begin flying.”
He watched as Lihan left the room. He felt little confidence in his journeyman wizard. His first two choices for apprentice were flawed, but he seemed to pick well with Alom. Quon went to the desk to write a short message. After sealing the letter with his wax seal, he gave it to Alom. “Give this to Johan for delivery to the King’s Keep. Then order breakfast before returning.” Alom left with the letter.
Things were moving quickly. Quon would be taking action well before King Tarik expected. He knew he would have to stand before his king to explain why he disobeyed him. That conversation would go easier if he could also give the keys to the fourth kingdom, along with the bodies of all three Otanic wizards. The main plan still had a slight chance. He suspected he would be relying on the two alternative tactics. The last option also loomed over his head. He would do his utmost to avoid this choice, though he also had to admit he was becoming more bloody-minded about doing it.
After he finished breakfast with his young apprentice, Quon gave his instructions. “Your mission, master Alom, is to search for a way out of this city via the tunnels. The original designers may have left such a way, though it will be hard to find and harder to use.” Alom nodded his understanding. “You have the morning to explore. But I want you in the Palace by the time the Royal Court meets. You should find my mastyon in the grand wizard’s room ... Did you say it was the Two Towers room?” Alom nodded. “Good. At three hands past noon, you will be in that room searching for my mastyon. Do not be early or late. You may have your wand in case you need it.”
“If the Bone Crusher is still in his room?” Alom asked. Quon liked that the boy’s voice held no fear.
“If he is, come back, do not try to fight or pickpocket him. But I have a simple ruse to get him away from his room.” Quon paused. “I expect to see Preem at the Royal Court while I fully expect my mastyon will be in that room. So, search for it carefully. But should you not find it, then return here.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“I have faith in you, master Alom. And should you encounter a servant girl named Glipena, please inform her that I await word from her.”
“Glipena?” Alom asked. Quon nodded.
“We are near the end for Otanic’s ruling family. Do not fail the Kingdom of Harpin.” He watched as Alom left with a nod. His student would need all his street-urchin skills today. 
Quon licked his lips. The idea of sparing verbally with Grand Wizard Preem excited him in a way he hadn’t felt since his last encounter with Sarn the Sage on a moonless night.
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The King’s Directive



Brodia woke up on the bed to a slight movement beside her. Remembering she wasn’t on the floor took a second. Meanwhile, a little girl slept beside her. Well, she wasn’t such a little girl, more of a preteen. Last night, Brodia insisted that Jisana sleep on the bed, but Jisana argued with her, saying she was too dirty. Finally, they compromised when Jisana removed her grimy dress to sleep in her petticoat. It was dirty too, but not as dusty as the dress.
Barely enough light came through the window to see the walls or door into the room, but it was enough to wake her. 
Jisana moved beside her. “Are you awake?” the girl whispered. Brodia said she couldn’t sleep past the sky’s early morning grayness. “I always like to see the rooftop silhouettes in the morning,” Jisana said. “It meant I’d lived through another night. Each day brought new hope that wasn’t destroyed until the sunset.”
Brodia agreed. “Living on a farm felt the same. The morning’s promise lasted until noon at least.” Brodia didn’t tell the young girl that now, each day brought adventure. Sometimes it was a good adventure, sometimes bad. But she felt full of life and didn’t miss the drudgery of farm life for one second.
They lay on the bed comparing farm life to street life. Neither was easy. However, street life could end with death in a second. It hadn’t been a minute-by-minute concern for Brodia on her family’s farm in Widemouth. In those few minutes, Brodia reached a deep respect for what Jisana had endured this last year. The twelve-year-old had matured a lifetime.
When the room was light enough, Brodia looked at Jisana’s still-swollen face. “Sit here,” she instructed the beggar girl, indicating the chair in the corner beside the mirror. Jisana sat in her petticoat while Brodia floated over the washbasin filled with cool water. Taking a rag, Brodia began cleaning Jisana’s face. At first, she resisted, but Brodia said, “The cool water will help with the swelling. Those who did this will look for a girl with a puffy face.”
“You have a pretty face,” Jisana said as Brodia dipped the rag in the water.
Brodia glanced at the mirror hanging on the wall beside them. She didn’t see a pretty face staring back. She saw a sun-burned face with high cheekbones and a silly little nose. Soon her face would wrinkle like an old pear. But she didn’t tell Jisana what she saw in the mirror; instead, she said, “Thank you.”
Once she finished Jisana’s face, Brodia saw the redness of her cheeks, which were already turning darker red before they could turn to shades of purple. That a grown man had done this made her want to spit. If the Gods willed it, she would find this Alom character. Then she’d see how much he enjoyed being beaten by a stronger person.
“Does it hurt much?” she asked.
Jisana shrugged. “Only if I laugh.” Brodia smiled at her.
The washbasin’s water was a murky brown from all the dirt. The girl’s arms were filthy, tempting Brodia to wash them too. The girl needed a bath, but this wasn’t the time for luxuries.
“What’s to become of me now?” Jisana asked.
Brodia heard the tentative hope in her voice. Did she want to leave the streets? Or did she want something else? “My Zenii will decide. You will not have to return to the streets unless you want to.”
“I want to stay with you,” Jisana said. “I’ll learn to do magic.” 
Brodia formed a d’sur fist, passing it around the girl’s head. Her expression didn’t change. “How do you feel? Are you nauseous?” Jisana shook her head with a puzzled expression. Brodia hid her disappointment. “You don’t have the magic in you. Very few people do.”
“How do you know?” Jisana’s defiance sprang to the fore. “I learned to throw knives and pick locks. I can do anything I turn my mind to.”
“But the magic is different. It must be in you already,” Brodia said. She paused to think of a simple example. “You can learn to ride a horse. But you can’t learn to carry it on your shoulders unless you’re born with a massive body.” Jisana had a defiant look. Brodia wondered if she looked the same when she was her age. That was before her father stole her innocence. “Throwing a knife is a special skill. I can’t do that. At least not hit what I want to. But you should have a chance to grow into a woman.”
“I’ve seen you limping. I can protect your back when you fight,” Jisana said. “I’ve listened to all the stories about the Green Wizard. Did you kill all those Arrox?” Brodia held up one finger for the single Arrox she killed. “What about the bull?” 
Brodia smiled as she shook her head no. “That bull knocked me out.”
“I can be there next time to help you.”
“I protect Preem’s back while Roon protects mine. You can protect Roon’s back.” Jisana looked disappointed, so Brodia added, “A knife can’t stop anything strong enough to attack me from behind. No bull or Arrox can hurt me any longer. But Roon, he can’t protect himself like that.”
Brodia couldn’t image anyone except a wizard being a Defender of Vosj. They traveled hard, and each member grew stronger as their magic progressed. A normal person couldn’t grow like that. However, Jisana sees her family as being the three Defenders now. Am I being as intolerant as the men in saying Jisana can’t be a member too?
Once Jisana put on her dusty blue dress, Brodia led her out of the bedroom to find Roon sitting with Preem by the fire. The untouched breakfast sat on the small table between them. 
A flash of guilt ran along Brodia’s spine. “You shouldn’t have waited for us,” she said. “We were just talking.”
“It did the impatient Roon good to wait for once,” Zenii said graciously. “How is our young guest this morning?”
Jisana sat in the chair with her back to the fire embers. “Well rested, sir Wizard,” Jisana replied before correcting herself. “I meant, my lord.”
“Preem in private, Wizard Preem in public,” Zenii said. 
For Brodia, it had been over a year since she last heard Zenii’s mantra. Had Preem accepted her as a full team member?
Preem asked Jisana about her family. So, the young girl described her life in the Palace. Brodia knew the story, so she only listened with half an ear. Her attention wandered to the Gray Wizard and getting to Widemouth before him. When Preem asked Jisana to show her knife-throwing skill, Brodia paid attention again. She was curious too. Could such a small girl truly hold her own?
“I found this knife yesterday, it isn’t good for throwing,” Jisana said, holding a large knife in her hand. “It’s too heavy.” She twisted in her chair to fling the blade toward the hearth, causing a crash as a large log toppled over. Squarely in the log’s middle, Jisana’s dagger protruded, its tip deep into the bark. There was no doubt that throw would have killed a grown man.
“Is this knife better for throwing?” Brodia asked, giving Jisana her ash’tin knife.
“A little too long.” Jisana turned the knife over in her hand before flipping it from blade to handle and back to the blade. “But the metal handle is a good idea.” She gave the knife back, handle-first, to Brodia. “I’ve always wanted a leather belt filled with throwing knives.”
“A knife that’s only good for throwing,” Preem said. “I will have to think about this idea.” He went to the hearth to retrieve Jisana’s knife. It took some effort to leverage it out of the wood. Brodia smiled at how Preem did this by hand to show how deep the tip penetrated the log. “Master Roon, I need you to take Miss Jisana for a walk along the streets to see if the beggar boys are interested in you. Introduce her to our ideas while you visit your family.” Preem placed a purse on the table. “Give this to your Pa so he can live peacefully until the war has passed us by.”
Roon’s broad grin at Zenii’s orders said everything about his feelings. Roon knew Zenii was setting up a first meeting with the idea that Jisana would live with his family. Street life was over for her. Now she would have the chance to grow into a woman.
“You’ll like Roon’s little sister, Azaly,” Brodia said. “Life on the road with us is harsh. We face many dangers from assassins, wolves, and even Daffodils. It’s no place for someone so young.”
“It sounds good,” Jisana responded. “I want to help the kingdom.”
“Indeed,” Preem said. “So, once you’ve visited Roon’s family, you are to escort him through the tunnels to drive any beggar boys out, especially around the Palace. Go now, master Roon.”
Roon left with Jisana. Brodia was happy having Zenii to herself at last. Soon she must fly to Widemouth to confront her stubborn father.
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia walked beside Preem as they made their way to the lower tier of the Royal Gardens. This had become their favorite spot to watch the land. In the evenings, the sunset usually blessed them with a heartwarming display of red over the Western Mountains. But in the mornings, they watched the shadow of the Western Tower shrink back from the farmlands. 
The lower tier was in shadow, giving a chill to the air, so they had the bench to themselves. Brodia sat beside Preem, looking across the Otan River to the vast farmlands on the other side. Behind them, a member of the King’s Guard stood in his poppy-red uniform at the door into the Palace. She wore her long brown leather coat, ready for her flight to Widemouth, while Preem had on his purple-striped coat with his peaked hat. She pulled her pear-green beret over her ears for comfort. Preem reached out his hand so she could hold it. There was no need for words. She just sat relishing his closeness.
Preem broke the quiet by asking her opinion of Jisana. Brodia agreed that the girl had plenty of spunk for someone so young. Though the girl clearly wanted to stay with them, they decided she should foster into Roon’s family. They settled the matter when Brodia suggested Jisana could protect the family with her knife-throwing skills and knowledge of the tunnels.
That brought the conversation to Harpin’s next moves. Brodia asked about the replica riding crop.
“The royal craftsman promised it for this morning,” Preem replied. He pulled out the short hunter’s crop stuffed in his belt.
“You keep it with you at all times?” she asked. Preem nodded. “If that servant boy we saw was a spy, then the count probably knows this.”
“Indeed. The same thought came to me last night. We can use that to create a trap for him.” Preem squeezed her hand. “The next time I have a spearpoint near his heart, I will kill him, regardless of the king’s orders.”
“Our allegiance is to the realm, not the king,” Brodia agreed. She would leave soon for Widemouth, but a part of her was reluctant to go because it would leave Preem outnumbered. She squeezed his hand; it was a moment for them, no more. “I’ll go soon, with your permission,” she said tenderly.
“Indeed.”
“I don’t want to leave you with Quon waiting to pounce from the shadows. I feel he must be somewhere nearby. Maybe he is waiting for me to go to Widemouth.”
“Perhaps. But I don’t believe Quon knows what we learned from Jisana. The Gray Wizard will not be expecting you.” As he spoke, she felt his thumb stroking her hand. If not for the guard, she would lean against him.
As she sat, trying to convey all her love through a simple hand clasp, she heard the guard mumble something. Turning her head, she saw the princess strolling across the grass to their bench. Brodia released her grip on Preem’s hand, but he held on. Still, she tried rising to curtsey.
“Don’t get up. It’s just me,” Princess Foliana said quickly. “Remember, we’re friends, and no courtiers are watching us.” If the princess noticed they were holding hands, she didn’t mention it.
“Foliana, please join us as we enjoy the morning breezes,” Zenii said as if he were conversing with Janu, his sister.
“I would love to, but I have some pressing matters to attend to. I just stopped by to give this to you.” She handed a heavy parchment letter to Brodia.
“Thank you, your ... Thank you, Foliana,” she replied. The letter was addressed to Wizard Brodia with excellent penmanship. Turning it over, she saw the king’s seal. In shock, she looked at Foliana and then Preem, who said she should open it.
She lifted the seal delicately as if made of the thinnest gold. Opening the letter, she found a simple directive inside.
We, King Attim the second, to our friend Wizard Brodia, do send this message:

We direct you to bring your family from Widemouth to Kefnu without delay, by order of his Majesty King Attim the Second.
And under the directive was a flamboyant signature she couldn’t read. Preem leaned over to read it too. “That’s the king’s signature,” he confirmed.
Gazing at Foliana, she mouthed ‘thank you’ even as she felt tears forming in her eyes. Not even the most goat-stubborn man alive could ignore this command. Foliana squeezed her arm before striding away toward the Palace doors.
“How did she get the king to write such a letter?” she asked, pacing around the bench. “What can he care about my family?”
“It means you have the king’s ear, my love. Maybe the first woman in Otanic history to do so,” Preem said. She sat beside him. “It’s time to go,” Preem muttered, reaching to hold her hand again. “Do you have everything?”
Tucking the king’s letter inside her leather coat, she mumbled, “Yes, Zenii.” With all that was happening, the princess asked for this letter, and her father obliged. All to help a farmgirl bring her family to safety.
She stood with Preem. If she stayed any longer, she’d never leave. So, she formed her split fists to rise a foot. Keeping her back to the palace guard, she faced Preem. “I love you, Preem Forma,” she said too softly for the guard to hear.
“I love you, Brodia Raffun. May the Gods protect you and your family.”
With that, she soared over the parapet, using the crenels as anchors. Dropping down to the river, she settled into her supine position as she reached out to pull herself north twenty feet above the Otan River. Ahead lay a foolish father and another family power struggle.
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There Be No Gods



Roon walked down the road from the bluffs where the King’s Keep stood. Jisana skipped by his side, not saying much. Despite her red puffy face, she seemed in good spirits. Near the bottom of the hill, she bounced ahead before talking to a beggar girl sitting by the entrance to a short alley. Roon waited, letting Jisana speak to her friend privately.
It was several minutes before Jisana rejoined him in the street. Not giving any thought to her conversation with the beggar, he continued walking toward the West Gate.
“That was my old spot,” Jisana said. “Gena took over when I moved to the Green Tower.”
“Are spots difficult to find?” he asked. He’d never given much thought about the beggars before. Now he was curious about this hidden world that existed right before his eyes all this time.
“The spots mean life or death to the street folk. The best places have people walking by, offer shade in the summer, or shelter from the wind in the winter.” Jisana glanced back at her friend by the alley. “That spot offered both, so it was a good spot. One I had to fight to keep more than once.”
“Did you have to kill anyone to get it?” Roon asked. Now that he could make a spearpoint, the idea of killing someone gave him nightmares.
“No. I hope I never have to.”
“Me too. But as part of Zenii’s team, I may have to kill one day,” Roon said. “I’ll hate that day.”
“You have code names, like Zenii. I remember my Ma telling me a story where the people had codenames. They were noblemen who helped the poor. Seems silly to me now; I never met a nobleman who cared for poor people.”
“Zenii isn’t a codename. It’s the name an apprentice gives to their teacher,” Roon said. He turned left to go to Frankun market. “Brodia calls me Squirt, though. That’s like a codename, I guess.”
“I want one to show I’m part of the team,” she said impulsively. Then, whispering, she added, “I’m a spy for Wizard Preem now. Gena told me something about the grists, but I’ll not say until you give me a codename.”
He knew it was still a game for her, so he played along. Glancing at her, he tried to think up a name. The name ‘Dust Ball’ came first to his mind, but it was too cruel. Her dress had hints that it was blue under all that grime. “I’ll call you ‘Blue Jay’, how does that sound?”
“Nice ... Squirt.”
He smiled; she pronounced the name differently to Brodia. She made it sound like it was a big man’s name. “What have the beggar boys been doing, Blue Jay?”
“They’ve been using the tunnels a lot. Won’t let us girls in there, so we ain’t too pleased. But there are more of them than us,” she said. Roon reminded her that Wizard Preem told them to patrol the tunnels later to drive the boys out. “There be a lot of ‘em in the tunnels,” she warned. 
He smiled. The beggar boys couldn’t defeat his magic, so he didn’t care much. Together they walked past Frankun market. It was still early morning, so only half the stalls were set up. “Are you hungry?” he asked. She shook her head, reminding him they had breakfast a hand ago. “I’m always hungry. C’mon, let’s get some food.” He led the way to the only active white stall. “What would you like?”
He waited as Jisana looked over the stall’s display. The woman standing behind seemed none too pleased to see a street urchin ogling her merchandise. “How much is that block of cheese?” Jisana asked the woman. The merchant said it would be half an eighth. “I should get two blocks for that price,” Jisana said quickly.
“Do you want that cheese?” Roon asked Jisana before the woman objected about haggling with a beggar girl. She shook her head, saying the price was too high. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said to the merchant woman. “We’ll take that block.” He gave the merchant a half-eighth coin, ignoring Jisana’s objection.
As they walked to the yellow stall for some bread, Jisana told him the merchant had robbed him. “You’re a part of the team, remember? We pay full price to the poorest merchants. It’s a team rule.” At the yellow stall, Roon ordered two loaves. “Isn’t it good we always pay full price to the poor merchants?”
Jisana disagreed. “I was poorer. No one bought shit from me.”
It was a valid point, so he decided not to talk about their support of the poor anymore. Roon found a place where they could sit. He cut off a piece of the cheese and let her rip off a portion of a loaf. He watched as she began gulping down the food. “Slowly,” he said. “Ain’t nobody gonna take it away from you. Not while I’m here.” Jisana continued with large bites. He was content to watch her as he nibbled on a piece of cheese.
When she finished eating, he asked if others stole her food. “Other beggars might. You must always be ready to fight for yourself,” Jisana replied. It surprised Roon that beggars would steal from each other, so he asked if the city patrols helped them. “Don’t make me laugh. Beggars got no rights, Squirt. If you don’t fight for your spot, someone will take it. If you show you have any money, someone will kill you to take it.”
“By the Gods, it sounds terrible,” he said. But she said that there be no Gods. “Don’t say that,” he responded sharply. “No one can deny the Gods exist.”
“In your home, maybe. But no Gods help the street folk. Half the beggars die before a year on the streets, and most of the survivors are dead within two years. I plan to make it all the way.” Jisana pulled off another hunk of bread, so he cut her a piece of cheese to go with it.
This time, she ate it slowly, savoring each bite. He murmured to himself, “Maybe we can get you off the streets.” When she finished eating the second piece, he said, “Wizard Preem wants me to visit my family.” He’d started the idea of them taking in Jisana, but now he had doubts. He wanted it desperately, especially after what she’d just told him. But would his parents agree? He couldn’t remember any time when they listened to him, but perhaps things were changing. After all, they agreed to leave their apartment. Then he remembered that it was for their protection, not to help a little beggar girl.
“Doesn’t Wizard Preem have a codename too?” Her question pulled him out of his thoughts. He shook his head as no codename could hide Zenii. “Well, I think he should have one,” she said.
“Alright, we’ll call him Purple. It’s a color he likes,” Roon replied. Just so long as I don’t call him that to his face, he thought. “The day’s wasting; are you ready?” he asked, keen to get on. People could die today, tomorrow, or the next day. Even at sixteen, he knew this was deadly dangerous.
“Does your family live around here?”
“Near the East Gate.” Roon stood, waiting for her to join him. “We take East Street; they are at Weaver’s Work tavern.”
Falling in beside him as he walked along East Street, she asked, “Did I upset you? You know, saying the Gods don’t exist for the street folk?”
“No. I still believe in the Gods. But what we do now is serious stuff. The enemy wants to kill me, they’ll kill my family if they find them, and if they hear you’ve helped us, they’ll try to kill you too.”
“They already tried,” she said quietly. “Wizard ... I mean ‘Purple’ warned me they would be looking for me now.”
“If you stay with us, it’ll get worse, so if you want to turn back, I’ll not blame you.” He continued to saunter, following East Street. Jisana said nothing, but she didn’t turn around.
Finally, she said, “I’m on the team. I’ll not run away, Squirt. The street could kill me tomorrow. I’d much rather die for you, Purple, or Green.”
He turned his head, smiling at the determined expression on her face that the swelling couldn’t hide. When she returned his gaze, he said, “I’m glad you’re on our team, Blue.” She smiled and turned to stare straight ahead. “I hope you like Azaly, my sister,” he whispered.
[image: image-placeholder]Outside the small tavern, Roon glanced at the boring shingle displaying two baskets woven from reeds. The innkeeper said his parents were staying in the red basket room. Roon was nervous; he hadn’t realized how much he wanted this to go well. Jisana was a fine girl whose parents died before the Palace threw her out. Jisana’s story ripped to shreds his previous notion that the beggars deserved living on the street.
He saw two doors at the top of the stairs, knocking on the one with the red basket painted on its door. His Pa waved them in, giving Roon a quick guarded hug. Pa’s eyes never left Jisana, who stood to one side, looking around the room. Pa asked who the girl was.
“This is Jisana. She’s part of our team.” Pa didn’t say anything, but Roon saw the disapproval on his face. “Jisana, this is my Pa.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” she replied. She had her hands nervously clasped together in front of her.
“Another one,” Pa grunted. Roon didn’t understand, though Pa’s resentment was clear enough. “Jolan’s my name,” Pa added. “So what can you do?” Jisana shrugged. 
“She’s good with a knife,” Roon said, hoping Pa accepted her. “She can protect you when I’m not here.” Pa didn’t seem impressed, so Roon asked, “Where’s Ma and Azaly?”
“Shopping, they’ll be back soon.”
“The innkeeper knew your real names,” Roon started, expressing his concerns since reaching this tavern. “Don’t you think that’s unwise?” Roon said. Pa said he had friends in the city, so he didn’t want to disappear entirely. “Pa, Wizard Brodia was attacked three times by Harpin’s wizards. They almost killed me as well. They’re here, and if they find the family of apprentice Roon, they’ll kill or kidnap you to get at me.”
“You’ve been in fights with Harpin?” Pa asked, so Roon nodded. “What should we do then?”
“You should change taverns and use a different name,” he stated. Then, pulling out the purse Zenii gave him, he said, “Wizard Preem asked me to give you some money ...” Pa put up his hand to turn it down. It was the same with Zenii's father. Why are older men so obstinate? “You can’t sell anything, so take this money, Pa.” 
He heard the door open as he placed the purse on the table. Azaly reached him first, running across the room to hug him. Then Ma embraced him. Roon introduced them to Jisana before they all settled at the solid oak kitchen table. The table only had room for four, so Azaly sat on his lap as they talked. The purse remained untouched as Roon asked Pa if he knew any taverns near the city’s south wall.
“I know a couple. There’s the Queen’s Maid.”
“Do they know you?” Roon asked. His Pa shook his head. Good. “Go there tonight but don’t give them your real name. We’ll have a codeword, so you’ll know any message comes from me. It’ll be Blue Jay,” he said, unable to think of a different word. “And Pa, can Jisana stay with you?”
“Why?” Pa said. “We can look after ourselves. It’s bad enough we’ve got one; we don’t need two. Especially a girl.”
Jisana hung her head in shame. Roon hated his father at that second. “Please, Pa,” he said. But his father folded his arms against the request. Roon wanted to yell at his father. Tell him how her family died. All she needed was a bath and new clothes. But that would embarrass Jisana more, so he said, “The enemy apprentice tortured her, but she wouldn’t talk. She’s strong, Pa.” Roon peeked at his Ma, looking for help.
“Why not, honey?” Ma said. “She’s young and can help us. All she needs is a good bath.” Pa didn’t unfold his arms.
“I don’t want to stay where I’m not wanted,” Jisana mumbled. Then in a stronger voice, she added, “I want to go now.” She stood. “You can find me on the street, Apprentice Roon. Either there or in the count’s cellar being killed.”
Roon grabbed her arm before she could step away from the table. Her words shook him but only seemed to further anger Pa, who snapped, “Don’t play me for a fool, little girl. Your magical powers will protect you well enough.”
“What powers,” she yelled back.
“Pa, Jisana isn’t a magical person,” Roon added, keeping hold of her arm. “She’s the same as you or Ma.” Pa stared at Roon as if trying to catch him in a lie. “I’m telling you the truth, Jisana is as plain a person as anyone else. She lost her parents to the fever a year ago. So, they tossed her out of her home like a broken chamber pot. I want her to have a real family away from the street.”
“She’s a beggar?” Pa half asked. He rested his arms on the table, looking at Jisana, who sat back down.
Roon couldn’t tell if Pa meant this as another reason she couldn’t stay. “It’s not her fault that she’s had to live on the street. The same could happen to Azaly. Would you think less of her then?”
“Of course not, dear,” Ma said. “Pa wasn’t thinking.” Then looking at Jisana, she added, “Any friend of Roon’s is welcome to stay.” Roon glanced at his father, who gave a small nod of agreement.
“Thank you,” Jisana said softly.
“You should use a different family name when you book your room at the Queen’s Maid,” Roon said, finalizing the agreement.
“You can use mine,” Jisana said. “It was Turan, but street folk got no use for a family name.”
“That would be nice, dear,” Ma said. “We can get her some new clothes and a bath. Have her looking right in no time.”
“That’ll be nice Ma. But don’t throw away her old clothes. She’ll have to look like a beggar sometimes.”
“You’re going to stay?” Azaly said to Jisana. “I’ll have a friend to play with.”
“Aren’t we going into the tunnels?” Jisana asked. Her face had a look of confusion.
Roon was happy Ma won over Pa so Jisana could stay. No matter what happened, he could find her again after this war. “We’ll stay for a few hands before checking the tunnels while my family moves to the new tavern.”
Zenii had wanted him to clear out the tunnels this morning. He hoped a delay of a few hands wouldn’t make a difference.
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Secrets Revealed



Alom caught sight of Nip, sitting near the gateway tower for the North Gate. He expected to find him outside the Palace, but the boy there said Nip had returned to his old spot for a few days. It was fine with Alom. After all, he wanted to explore the tunnels in this part of the city.
On the opposite side of the gateway, Alom saw another beggar, a girl. He walked up to the beggar boy, saying loud enough for the guards to hear, “How much?”
Nip made as if to take a long look at him. “Halfs a crowns, sirs. Ins the alleys.” Alom waved the boy to lead the way.
“Sirs,” Alom heard from the beggar girl on the other side of the gateway. “Ya cans has me’s fa tha sames. Makes it’s a pair.”
“He’s don’ts wants no one-legged poke. Does ya sirs?”
“I don’t,” Alom said with a smile, amused by the exchange, though he heard many like it when he lived on the streets of Harpin City.
Nip led the way to the closest alleyway, where Alom gave his instructions. Down in the tunnels, Alom gave Nip some wrapped food from the count’s kitchen. As Nip ate, he told Alom about seeing the little girl with Roon the Runt last evening. He claimed he did his best to stop them, but the King’s Guard came to rescue them.
It was terrible news. Not only did the girl get back into the safety of the Palace, but it also confirmed Wizard Preem’s interest in the girl. Alom should have killed her when he had the chance. Sometimes, it was better to eliminate the risk rather than reach for something better.
Nip took Alom along the tunnel. It had a gentle decline that told him they were moving away from the gate. Alom carried the torch. “Does this follow North Street, then?”
“Aye it does that.” It wasn’t long before Nip stopped outside a heavy wooden door with black paint flaking off it. “This be’s it,” he said. “This goes ta tha cellar of Crossed Keys.” Alom tried the door; as he expected, the tavern kept it locked. They hadn’t made any turns since entering the tunnel from near the North Gate, so it would be easy to find. “Does ya wants me ta open it?” Nip asked. He’d finished the food, and Alom saw him stuff the piece of cloth wrapping into his pocket. Beggars quickly learned not to waste anything.
“How long will it take to open it?” Alom asked, wanting to judge Nip’s skills.
“As longs as it takes ya ta whistle tha ‘Princess Folly,’” Nip replied.
“Go on then, let’s see Nip at work.” It was tempting to whistle the popular short tune as part of the test, but instead, Alom watched the young boy ply his lock-picking skills. Nip wasn’t bad. Soon the door opened inwards, creaking on rusty hinges. Alom shone the light of his torch through the doorway without entering. He checked the dust on the floor but saw no footprints before the bottom of the stone ramp.
“Good. You can close it but leave it unlocked. No one has used this in years,” Alom said. Nip closed the door without disturbing the dust on the floor. “Let’s go back; I want to see how far this tunnel goes.”
“I’s seens it’s, I’s has. Tha city wall blocks it. Likes tha wall reaches down ta it’s.”
“Show me.” Alom gave the torch to Nip before following the boy back up the slope. He subconsciously adjusted the wooden dagger stuffed into the leather sheaf on his belt. It was as if he were whole again. The tunnel continued upward before it flattened out and then stopped. A side tunnel ran to the right. Nip led the way along it. After a hundred paces, Alom saw a small side tunnel to the left.
“Downs heres ya cans sees tha wall at tha ends,” Nip told him. The low, narrow tunnel ran off into the darkness. When Nip hesitated about entering it, Alom asked if it was terrible down there. “Rats, Alom. I’s hates thems rats.”
“Give me the torch, I’ll lead.” Alom hated rats too. More than once, rats had bitten him in the tunnels under his home city.
As he stooped to lead the way along the dank tunnel, he watched for the hated vermin. When he saw one, he sent a spearpoint to kill it. Nip didn’t notice. By the time he saw the gray stone wall blocking the way ahead, he’d killed four rats.
The wall looked like the massive blocks used to make the wall surrounding the city. But he continued to walk until he could lay his hand on it. Alom patted the damp, rough surface. It was as solid as a wall could be. No way through this. Shining the torch around the edge, he spotted a small opening on the right protected by a metal gate. “Did you see this?” he asked Nip, shining the light through the bars.
“I’s never comes ta tha end afore.”
The gate was locked. “Open it, Nip; let’s take a look.” The beggar shook his head. “C’mon, Nip. It’s only cobwebs, rats, and spiders.”
Nip went to work on the lock, though it took him longer. Alom guessed he wasn’t as enthusiastic about this one. The gate was too stiff to open. Even both pulling together couldn’t budge its rusted hinges.
“Stay back,” Alom warned. He gripping fisted the iron gate open with a deafening screech.
“Gods, are’s ya a wizard then,” Nip gasped, stepping back.
“Just an apprentice,” Alom said. “No one else knows. So, keep it a secret.” Nip looked none too pleased with the revelation. He asked if the count knew. Alom smiled as he told the lie he was planning to tell. “He hasn’t a clue. But working for him lets me travel without anyone knowing who I am.”
“But nows I’s knows.” Nip sounded concerned over knowing this secret.
“I need a partner. Will you be mine?” Alom asked. When they turned along this tunnel, he realized he had a way of sowing more confusion. Eventually, the enemy would capture Nip, but now he had a story to tell them that was half true, but all lies in the more critical places.
“I’s wills.”
“Good. I like you, Nip.” Without further talk, Alom crawled through the gate. Inside, he found a left turn to a narrow, steep stairway. Up he crawled, not sure if Nip was following him. At the top, he found a wooden trap door locked with metal bars. These he quickly ripped out to lift the trap door enough to peek out. He was looking out over green fields. Behind him, Kefnu’s city wall reached toward the midday sky. Here was a way to enter or leave the city at nighttime. It was a great find that his Zenii could use if the first plan didn’t bear fruit.
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Spies Revealed



For five minutes, Preem tracked Brodia flying along the River Otan. It would take her six hands to fly roundtrip to Widemouth. When she was a league away, he turned his attention to the city, checking for any d’decs. He found Roon’s near the bottom of the bluff, moving across the city toward the market. No other d’decs disturbed the gentle d’sur waves emanating from his mastyon.
Appearing to relax on the bench in the lower gardens, he worked on stopping his d’dec from emitting d’sur waves. He’d decided the trick lay with the way he split a fist. But instead of creating a narrow wedge to slice through the waves, he needed broader interference, similar to waves sweeping back to sea, obstructing the incoming waves. It wasn’t like what the Harpinian wizards did, since they extinguished their d’decs entirely. His idea was to suppress them in one direction. Still, it was a start.
After two hands of practice, he could create a block that covered an eighth of his stone’s waves, but beyond that, the canceling wave fell apart. To hide his d’dec he must cover at least half of it. Need sires application.
Breaking from his practice, Preem scanned the city. Roon’s d’dec was in the city's eastern section; he found no others. Turning his attention to the north, he found Brodia’s d’dec thirty leagues away. But he also found a faint trace off to the right, twenty leagues away, heading northeast, moving at flying speed. Studying the magic signature, he’d seen this one before. The Gray Wizard was on the move.
Concentrating on this disturbance, he didn’t hear the messenger until he heard someone respectfully clear their throat. Preem turned to the green-uniformed young man. “Yes, you have a message for me?”
“The Chancellor has requested your presence in his office, my lord.” He gave Preem a small folded square of paper. The note had four words scrawled in the chancellor’s hand, News from the Count. Preem told the messenger that he would be there in ten minutes.
Alone again, Preem returned his attention to the d’dec flying away from the city. It wasn’t on a path that came close to Widemouth, but Brodia’s assessment that the Gray Wizard was a coward convinced Preem this was a deceptive path to Widemouth. For a minute, he debated about warning Brodia or calling her back. Finally, he sent four pulses, indicating the enemy was heading for her family.
With a deep sigh of frustration, he left the lower gardens for the chancellor’s office. As he walked, he thought about Brodia’s previous encounters with the Gray Wizard. As fearful as Preem was for Brodia, he knew her tenacity should help her win.
“My Lord Chancellor,” he said after entering the office.
“My lord. Thank you for coming.” He slipped a folded parchment letter across the table. “It seems the count has returned, though I received no notification from any of the gates that his carriage passed through this morning.”
The seal was a single circular tower with the letter ‘B’ on its side. The letter, written in a flowing script, said.
We, Count of Broditch, to our august cousin, King Attim the Second, do send this message.

The Count of Broditch humbly requests permission to present himself at court today to discuss a peace offer from his Majesty King Tarik the Third.
“What do you think?” Chancellor Plov asked.
Preem passed the letter back to give himself a few moments to collect his thoughts. Preem sensed that the game between the wizards was at an inflection point. Quon must have slipped into his house overnight, meaning he no longer cared about pretending he knew no magic. Was it a coincidence that the Gray Wizard was flying north when a messenger delivered this request? “I think it is a trick, my lord. I would not agree to the request.”
“His majesty left it to us to decide, though he was concerned over passing on a chance for peace. It would do little harm to hear his proposal.”
“Indeed, my lord. I would like to hear the proposal too, but I fear it is more of what he offered last year, intending to divert our attention,” Preem said. “However, Harpin is following a secret plan. So, doing what they want will be dangerous in ways we cannot predict.”
“I see,” Chancellor Plov said, nodding slowly. “Then I will respond to this request, declining the count’s request.”
But Preem disagreed. “We can leave our intentions hidden for the moment, Chancellor. Let Harpin ponder what we will do. Maybe it will delay whatever alternative they may have for not attending the Royal Court,” Preem paused as a new thought came to him. “Once Wizard Brodia has returned, we can offer a private audience to discuss any terms of peace between our nations.”
“I will inform his majesty, my lord.”
“Wizard Brodia is returning to her village to bring back her family. I detected the Gray Wizard moving north, possibly for the same village,” Preem said. “I believe the enemy is making some moves today, and the Count of Broditch’s visit to the court is one of them. Soon they’ll spring their trap.”
“If that is true, then we must be especially diligent. King Attim expects us to take whatever precautions we decide are best.”
“I feel they will try something at the Royal Court soon. And though I would prefer to have the count within my sight, I don’t want to play his game,” Preem said. “I will be at the top of the West Tower, searching for any new moves by the count.” With that, he left the chancellor’s office.
[image: image-placeholder]A few minutes later, he was at the top of the West Tower. From here, he followed the movements of the three d’decs while searching for new ones. The Gray Wizard was heading northwest, which concerned him, though he was twenty leagues east of Brodia, who was closing in on Widemouth.
It was like watching a game of nanuj played by others; he wanted to get involved but couldn’t. Only this game affected the love of his life. He wouldn’t give in to his impulse to call her back, but was sending her a warning enough? After debating his options, he decided that was all he would allow himself.
Forty minutes later, the Gray Wizard’s d’dec turned northeast. But this time, Preem was confident about his true destination, so he sent four pulses to Brodia d’dec again.
Just then, the same young green messenger appeared at the top of the tower. “The royal craftsman sends his compliments, my lord.” The young man handed a note to Preem. It just said, Ready.
“Thank you.”
Preem waited for the messenger to leave before he flew to the lower gardens. On the bench, he saw the tall craftsman with near-white hair, who bowed as Preem floated toward him. “Did you make it?”
“Yes, my lord.” The man went to pull something out of his jerkin, but Preem stopped him.
“Come with me.” Preem strode to the Palace doors, leading the artisan to the Two Towers room. “What is your name, good sir?” he asked on the way.
“Storpin, my lord,” the man reluctantly replied as if giving his name exposed him to the grand wizard’s magic.
Preem opened the door to usher Storpin in. Once he closed the door, Preem signaled the craftsman to remove the object. Storpin handed him something wrapped in red cloth. He sat to open the prize, revealing a leather-wrapped crop with a bone hook handle. It looked instantly familiar.
Pulling out the original, he held them side-by-side, so the handles were together. The patterns were identical to his unpracticed eye. He showed them to Storpin, who studied them carefully. “I don’t see a difference,” Preem said, “do you?”
“My carving’s a little deeper, my lord.”
“But hardly noticeable unless you hold them together.” Preem gave the replica back to Storpin. Forming a fine cutting edge from his d’sur, Preem etched two grooves at the tip of the bone handle on the count’s mastyon. “Now I can tell them apart,” he said, taking back the craftsman’s fake mastyon.
Preem reached into his purse to pull out five crowns. Storpin tried to wave off the payment. But Preem insisted. “This is excellent work, so I will not hear your protests against being rewarded.”
Storpin bowed and took the five crowns unenthusiastically. “Thank you, my lord.”
“Did anyone ask what you were making for me? Or see it?”
“I told no one, Wizard Preem. Though the Chancellor’s secretary did inquire about what I was doing,” Storpin replied. “He asked me as I came here. The crop was out of sight inside my jerkin. No one else saw it as I was most cautious, my lord.”
Preem thought before asking, “Does he often ask you what you are about?”
“No, my lord. I don’t believe he’s ever asked me unless I was crafting something for the Lord Chancellor.”
“Thank you, master Storpin. Thank you for your discretion and your craftsmanship. Please continue to keep this a secret.”
Storpin bowed before leaving the room.
Scanning the room, Preem needed a place to hide the false mastyon until he needed it. After a moment, he decided on a good place.
Five minutes later, he was back in the Lord Chancellor’s office asking if he’d sent his secretary to ask about Storpin.
“No, Wizard Preem. I have no care for what the Royal Craftsman is doing today. Why do you ask?”
“I commissioned Storpin to make something that is most secret. He says that your secretary inquired about what the Royal Craftsman was doing.”
“I see. So, you think he may be a spy?” The Chancellor paused. “I don’t know, it’s rather thin,” Plov said after a moment. “But we cannot take the risk. I will have the man interrogated.”
“Let’s not reveal ourselves yet, my lord. We should see if he gives himself away or exposes anyone else he’s using.” The chancellor agreed with this approach. With luck, they could uncover the entire spy ring from this one suspicion. “I don’t believe the criminals are the spy ring, Lord Plov,” Preem added. “They know what is happening in the city. One of them, Crem is the miscreant’s name, told me things about the beggar boys that make me think that Count Quon is using them.”
“Thank you, my lord.” 
The Chancellor’s off-hand tone annoyed Preem. “Are you planning to execute the criminals as spies, my lord?”
“We would be better prepared if we had fewer criminals, Grand Wizard.”
“These men are innocent of being spies, at least most of them. They are among the worst in the city, but that doesn’t mean we’re right to execute them. Besides, they can help us if we recruit some as our spies against any Harpin spies.”
“I will consider it, my lord.”
“I will be interested in your final decision, my lord,” Preem said. He knew Plov would take it as a threat that he’d take the matter to the king if he needed to.
Preem returned to the top of the West Tower. Searching toward the north, he found Brodia’s d’dec stationary but no sign of the Gray Wizard’s stone. The bastard was laying another ambush against the woman he loved. He sent five pulses to her d’dec.
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Well past the point where the Wan joined the Otan River, she felt the ripple through her d’dec. She slowed. A second ripple came, then a third, before lastly, a fourth. Brodia hovered, thinking. Four pulses meant the Gray Wizard was moving toward Widemouth. However, she didn’t know how much time she had. She scanned the area but found no other d’decs. Was the Gray Wizard just outside her range?
She flew on faster now, concerned that the Gray Wizard would attack her family. The Wan river sped past under her as she stayed low. Finally, the low stone bridge appeared in the distance. She slowed to scan the village; it was quiet with no other d’decs. She still had time.
At the bridge, she turned left to fly twenty feet above the River Forks Road until she saw the family farmhouse. Despite the noon sunlight, the house looked drab, matching the land around it.
Flying over the cottage roof, she landed in the yard, scattering the chickens that must have thought a giant hawk was hunting them. Ipin ran up to her, hugging her; he wasn’t standoffish this time. He didn’t even mind when she tussled his hair. When she asked where their father was, she heard he worked the south pasture.
Brodia was relieved her father wasn’t home because the conversation with him could be brutal. “Go tell Ma to pack some things; we’re all going to Kefnu. I’ll get father.”
Ipin went to run to the house but stopped. “You know, sis. I can feel it when you do your magic.”
“Really? That’s good.” His words half registered in her mind, but she couldn’t let them distract her. “We’ll talk about it later. Right now, I need you to let Ma know we’re leaving.”
“Don’t bother. Pa said we ain’t going anywhere, sis.”
“Aren’t,” she corrected quickly. “I have orders signed by King Attim. So, our father doesn’t have any choice now.” She pulled out the king’s letter to show him.
“The king signed it?” Ipin studied the ornate seal. “Have you ever met King Attim?”
“Of course. And you’ll meet him too. Now go let Ma know.”
“Alright, sis.” Ipin ran to the house, yelling, “Ma, we’re going to see the king!”
Smiling at Ipin’s enthusiasm, Brodia swept over the farmhouse toward their fields across the River Forks Road. Ahead, she easily picked out her father, dressed in his off-white shirt, working the loose soil with the light tiller behind old Betana, the large brown mare they’d had since she was a child. This time she didn’t need a useless plan. As an edict enforcer, she had the right to arrest him if he didn’t accept the king’s orders.
Dropping from the sky, she landed twenty feet in front of Betana. The mare pulled up with a toss of her brown head. Brodia limped to the mare to rub her soft muzzle, ignoring Betana’s attempts to nuzzle her in search of a treat in her coat.
“You back again? I haven’t changed my mind.” He stood upright with the reins lying across his shoulders. “My life is in this farm. Now goes back to your Bone Crusher husband.”
She ignored his dismissive tone, deciding to give the princess’ advice a chance. “You love this farm. I understand that.” She stepped to one side of Betana to look her father in the eye. “This was my home too. It always has a place in my heart.”
“It has a place in my soul,” he said. “I don’t thinks you understands the difference. But if you wants to stay for dinner, we can talk. But I have works to do right now.”
There it was, the pig-headedness she hated. Besides, the Gray Wizard could be near. “I have no time for that. We have to leave.”
“Go away.” He flicked the reins to send Betana on. “I’m not leaving with you; nor is my family.”
She put a block in front of the horse, making Betana stop again. “You wanted a letter from Wizard Preem. I have his letter here.”
“I said. He has to comes himself.” He flicked the reins again, but Brodia held the magical block preventing Betana’s movement. Frustrated, he added, “Even if the king himself ordered me, I wouldn’t goes with you.”
“Don’t be childish,” she said as her anger rose. “If King Attim ordered you to Kefnu, you would go. If not, then you’d face arrest.” She pulled the letter from her pocket, avoiding Betana’s attempts to taste it. “I have a command signed by the king ordering you to Kefnu.”
“The king himself, you says,” Father said mockingly. “I’m not in the mood for your girlish jokes.”
“Here.” She handed the letter over. Watching his face as he read it, she saw his eyes dart to the signature first. Then he went back to read the short directive in the letter. His brows came together as he understood the command.
“I’m a poor farmer in a poor village, fifty leagues from the city. What could he wants with me?”
“You’re the father of one of Otanic’s wizards.”
“A wizard? Don’t makes me laugh. You’ve gots no power.” He dropped the reins as he took a step toward her. She backed up a step to avoid getting physical with the old fool. “You’re not even a woman. You’re still wearing boys clothes.” He took another step over the tilled soil. “I should rips them boys clothes off you, so I can gives you a hiding.”
Something snapped in her mind bringing all those abusive times back. The gripping fist almost formed itself. She picked him up to slam him on his back in the dirt. Pushing down on his chest as he gasped. “No power,” she screamed, all her emotions letting go. “You old fool. I could kill you for what you done to me. Never again will you touch me, never. Do you hear me!” He only gurgled in response, his eyes wild. Now he knows what I am. “I only care about Ma and Ipin. You can go to hell!” She picked him up again, shaking him like he was one of her dolls from when she was a little girl. Finally, her anger receded a little; she plonked him on his feet.
“Fucks you, bitch. Go back to your Bone Crusher.”
Another gripping fist plucked him into the air. Brodia’s heart was pounding out of her chest as she flipped him upside down. “Bone Crusher,” she yelled back. “I’m a crusher too now.” She constricted the gripping fist, forcing the air from his lungs. “It runs in the family. I should squeeze your life out, then take Ma and Ipin back with me.” 
Brodia forced herself to take two, then three deep breaths. Slowly she imposed calm back into her mind. She eased the pressure of her gripping fist. “Give me one reason why I don’t bury your dead body here in this dirt field?” She paused before adding, “I can enforce the king’s edicts; that means I can enforce that order.” She pointed to the king’s letter. “So don’t tempt me, father.”
Brodia lowered her father. Back upright, he stepped back, breathing heavily. “What should I do?” he gasped meekly. The obstinance had drained from his face.
A piece of her sympathized with him, but he had put everyone at risk when he refused to go with her yesterday. “Come back to the house with me. We leave immediately,” she said harshly before adding in softer tones, “I’ll stop in Widemouth to ask Elder Rihap to send someone to look after Betana and the chickens.”
“This farm’s my life, Brodia.”
“I don’t care. We’re at war with Harpin, so we all have duties.”
Farmer Vanook pushed the reins into Betana’s harness. But he left her hooked to the tracers of the tiller. She waited impatiently as he patted the mare on her neck. “C’mon, father. Stand beside me.”
Brodia lifted her father abruptly to fly them back over the road toward the dingy-white little farmhouse she’d called home until last year. He teetered beside her, shuffling his feet as he gazed around. She could smell his fear. This was the man that had always frightened her. Remembering when he was quick enough to catch her, she realized he didn’t seem so big now.
[image: image-placeholder]She sat at the kitchen table as Ma ran about the house fussing about packing the right things. Trag, the old dog, sat beside her chair at the table, tongue hanging out, still excited at her return. Father sat in his favorite chair in the sitting room, lost in his thoughts.
“Do you remember this?” Ma held a small wooden peel for moving bread out of the oven. Brodia recognized it from the piece missing from its corner. “I used it to feed you when you were a year old. You broke two china plates, so I used this. Look, it has a piece missing from when you knocked it off the table.” 
So that’s how it got chipped, Brodia thought. But she didn’t care. She received another four-pulse warning to say the Gray Wizard was getting closer. “We have to hurry, Ma,” Brodia said, anxious to get on the way.
“Do you remember this?” Ma said, holding up an old plate with a faded pattern.
At last, a hand later, her family was ready to fly with her to Kefnu. She was relieved, fighting a nagging fear the enemy was waiting for her. Brodia formed a wide lifting hand to lift all five of them into the air. Trag shifted about restlessly, requiring Ipin to hold onto the thick fur around his neck.
“It’s easier if you sit or lie down,” she advised. Ipin sat with Ma.
“I’d rather stand,” Pa said. The man would remain obstinate until the end.
“Sitting helps keep the platform stable,” she half-lied. “Otherwise, it might tilt.” Pa sat down. Even Trag decided lying was safer.
She flew them to the village square in ten minutes, traveling at a leisurely speed. Later she would travel at her top speed, but she allowed them time to adjust to flying. The only one who enjoyed the experience was Ipin. He pointed out all the features as she crossed the Wan and circled to the village square. She saw people looking up at them, some pointing, some yelling, and some running as if the Gods themselves were coming to visit.
Over the village square, she spiraled down, sliding under the broad leafy canopy of the old oak tree that had stood here for hundreds of years. She quickly attracted a small crowd.
Dissolving her lifting hand, she stood. She recognized the fifteen or so villagers that milled about her. Over their heads, Brodia saw frail Elder Rihap leave his house to cross the square slowly.
“I’m the same person,” she said to the gawping people.
“Hi Brodia?” a familiar voice called out from behind her.
She turned to see Hirin smiling at her. “Hi, Slowness,” she replied, grateful to see the welcoming face of the boy she was still fond of. “How have you been?”
“I’m well. So, you’re a wizard now?”
“What do you think?” she asked as she showed off her leather coat. Hoping the other people would see she was unchanged, though nothing felt the same.
He reached out to feel her coat. “I think the girl has shown us that the world can be hers after all.” His words touched a chord in her heart. “You here to stay for a while?” he asked with a hopeful twang to his question.
“I have to return to Kefnu. King Attim has summoned my family back to the capital.”
Hirin smiled. “The king?” But when she kept her expression serious, he seemed to accept it. “I heard you married the grand wizard.”
“It wasn’t a marriage contract. Wizards don’t have time for wives.” It took her months to learn this harsh truth about the art of wizardry, but now she accepted it. 
“What about husbands?”
She still liked Hirin, so she didn’t want to give him a harsh answer. “The study of magic doesn’t leave us any time for thoughts of a family or time to spend with a friend. A friend I’d like to ask a favor of.” Hirin smiled, accepting that this was enough for now. He asked her what she needed. “We had to leave Betana harnessed to the tiller. Can you return her to the barn? Or even better, can you take her home to use her until my father returns?” Hirin nodded as he pulled on Trag’s ears.
The village elder reached the cluster of people still standing around her, some talking to Ma. “Elder Rihap,” she said, turning to the elder. “Can someone go to my father’s farm and take care of our chickens? If we don’t return in a week, they can take them. We must leave for Kefnu immediately.” The elder promised he would see to it.
Then another series of pulses came through her d’dec. She counted. The fifth pulse sent chills up her spine; she was out of time.
Brodia checked around her. Pa stood sullenly beside her, staring at the ground. Ma was chatting with neighbors while Ipin had disappeared. Then she saw him off to the side, speaking with village kids. He looked like a king holding court as the others asked him questions. Judging by the look on his face, he was enjoying every second.
“Ipin, we have to go,” she called out. “The king awaits us,” she added, playing up her little brother to his friends. He would definitely owe her a favor now.
Brodia waited for Ipin to reach her. Glancing around at the villagers, she thought she saw a man wearing a long gray coat. She looked again, wondering if this was an apparition. Just then, she felt the pressure of a wizard’s mind between her and the market.
“Everyone, get away from me!” she yelled as she formed her four fists. “Run now. The enemy is upon us.”
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Bitched



Lihan walked through the North Gate, moving slowly. His belly was sore from the cut made by the bitch’s spearpoint. Although feeling sorrow for himself did no good, still, he wallowed in it as he shuffled away from the city. Another two days would see him much stronger, but Zenii wouldn’t hear of it. Above him, the Time Star had passed its zenith. He would walk a little longer before finding a spot to sleep until the sun rose.
When the Time Star was half a hand lower, he stopped beside a tree to sleep. He lay flat on the grass to take the pressure off his belly. Using his gray coat, he cocooned himself against the night’s chill. He quickly fell asleep, dreaming about the bitch’s crazy attack near the old watchtower. He tried the same trick she had used on him two days before by crossing the river. But it didn’t work. Her charge across the river surprised him. But that sudden move at the end seemed impossible. Lihan still didn’t understand what she’d done, but he knew never to face her again while flying.
When the sun rose, Lihan waited. When it was warm, he would set off. The sun cleared the eastern horizon by a hand, then two. He would wait until it got warmer. When the sun was at four hands, Lihan reluctantly formed his lifting hand to move north. Lying on his stomach was painful, as was sitting. Ideally, he wanted to lie on his back, but he couldn’t see where he was going. So, he compromised, lying on his side.
Lihan followed the North Road for a few hands, then turned northeast, intending to come at Widemouth from the north. Finally, he turned back to the northwest to find the Wan River, leading him to the bitch’s village. He flew along the river’s eastern bank, heading south. Somewhere beyond the horizon lay the community of Widemouth. This time he planned to stop at the tavern to ask where the Raffun family lived. No more subtlety, the count had emphasized the importance of success. Lihan was to go about his mission in the most direct way possible.
Flying over the farmer’s fields, Lihan hurtled along two hundred feet above the land. When the first building came into view, he landed his platform. From here, he would walk, keeping his d’dec snuffed out in case Preem was tracking him. His sore stomach limited his pace, so it took several minutes to reach the village square where its sole tavern stood. The shingle depicted a fox guarding her two kits. It was a rather obvious picture for the tavern’s name, Vixen and Kits, scrawled in blue above.
Inside, he asked the barkeep for farmer Vanook Raffun’s house, saying he had promised to buy two piglets from the farmer. The innkeeper directed him to the bridge over the Wan River. “Vanook’s house is a quarter league past the bridge.” The man pointed across the square to the crossroads south of the market.
Lihan had time to rebuild his energy. So, he sat at a table, eating goat meat with bread and sipping red wine. Lihan tried to relax, but his stomach churned like his mother’s butter mill. Finally, he gave in to his emotions and walked out of the tavern, ambling across the square.
Soon after entering the small village market on the other side, he heard excited voices behind him. A village woman said that little Brodia was flying into the village. The few villagers in the market hurried toward the square while Lihan followed them to see if it was really her.
He got to the edge of the village green in time to see a flying platform settle under the leafy canopy of the old oak tree standing in the center of the village square. He saw her distinctive green beret and long brown coat she wore at the watchtower. It was the Green Wizard, along with three passengers, probably the bitch’s family, that Zenii wanted him to kill or capture.
He watched her as he approached, trying to get close enough to overpower her before she had time to react. She looked directly at him with a flash of recognition. Out of time, he engaged his d’dec. The people scattered as two spearpoints came at him. His hastily created shield deflected them. More came before he could form his own offensive weapon.
When he formed a spearpoint, he sent it at a woman running away. The bitch blocked it. She couldn’t protect them all, so Lihan sent more spearpoints into the scattering crowd. He let her block them as he searched for a better target. She couldn’t attack him at the same time.
He jammed a lifting hand under her shield, knocking her back. But she blocked his spearpoints again. She was fast, almost instinctual in her speed. But he pressed on, firing spearpoints as fast as he could, not caring if some missed. “Hey, bitch,” he called out, to distract her. “My master will reward me when I’ve killed you.”
“I’m too strong for you,” she yelled back, blocking all his attacks. “What’s your name? So I know what to write on your grave?”
“The only grave will have Brodia Raffun on it!” Her attacks were strong, forcing him to put all his concentration into blocking them. Some spearpoints dissolved in the air, making it harder to block the real ones.
“Otanic will never allow other wizards,” she screamed at him.
“Not for much longer ...” A rock struck him on his right arm that held his tarner. To the right, he saw a small boy snatching up another stone. Lihan sent a spearpoint at the kid, swerving it around the bitch’s hastily thrown shield. The spearpoint sliced through the stupid kid’s throat. Several villagers screamed, and an older woman began charging at him, forcing him to kill her too. Maybe she was the boy’s mother.
Then the bitch forced him onto the defensive. She was throwing spearpoints all around him, not bothering to protect herself anymore. Other villagers began throwing stones or clumps of earth, everything was flying at him, and he had to use all his fists to shield himself. He stepped back as the bitch kept coming forward. Spearpoints were trying to sneak under his shield. Two got through but missed his legs. She was crazy, throwing everything so fast he could barely protect himself. Half the points dissolved the others swerved to avoid his blocks. He couldn’t think as more got through.
Soon, she would overwhelm him. His gut screamed at him to run. Moving backward, he continued to block her relentless attacks. He was out of the square now, passing through the market stalls. A spearpoint scrapped along his boot, burning as it passed a fraction of an inch from his flesh.
Dodging behind a house, he ran for the next corner, keeping a shield behind him. He felt the wetness of his stomach wound. After ducking around the corner, he formed a lifting hand. If the bitch couldn’t see him, she couldn’t hit him. Keeping below the rooftops, he pulled himself along as fast as he dared, taking every corner.
At the edge of the village, he dropped back to the ground. No one was in sight as he quenched his d’dec before hiding behind the house near the bridge over the river. Taking a couple of breaths, he peeked around the corner. No one was in sight, so he stumbled to the riverbank before trudging upriver to where a clump of bushes surrounded some trees. These could hide him.
Sitting on the damp soil with his back leaning against a willow tree, he watched for anyone coming. He hated the bitch more than ever. He should be stronger, but she’d bitched him again. Ever since that first battle, she was faster than him, and he felt as if he’d lost before throwing his first spearpoint. And where did she learn to do that trick of faking her spearpoints?
The bridge was a hundred paces downriver. A few people ran over it, some toward the village, a couple ran the other way. Then he saw a small group of men turn off the road to walk toward his hiding spot. The men fanned out to search. The green beret was limping along, leaning on her tarner.
He had time to study her a little more. She was petite, with midnight-black hair and a long tan-colored coat. He just had to get back alive. His mission was a success. He’d killed the bitch’s family so the count would be happy. Now, if the next few days went as planned, the war would be over, allowing him to live in peace again. 
The knot of searchers moved slowly, checking every tree or bush. They’d find him for sure if he stayed here. At fifty feet, he could see her face was dark, but her eyes were special, seeming to shine out of that dark complexion. Her gaze remained locked on his location. Taking deep breaths, he nerved himself for the fight he couldn’t avoid. Surely this time, one of them would die. Then he saw the four spearpoints hurtling toward him.




[image: image-placeholder]
twelve







Indulgencies



The magic spearpoints flew across the square. Some aimed at Brodia, but the Gray Wizard directed most toward the people around her. And, despite her desperate blocks, some got through. Brodia was losing the battle in a way that was hard to comprehend. The people from her village would die if she couldn’t make him concentrate on her, but to do that, some of her friends would die. There was no rhythm to his attacks. If she didn’t move with the dragonfly’s dexterity, this gray bastard would win.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a spearpoint flying at Ipin. She tried to block it, but it swerved around her block, cutting Ipin down. From beside Ipin’s body, she saw Ma charging at the Gray Wizard. She was in front of Brodia’s wide shield, so Brodia formed a gripping fist to pull Ma back. But it was too late; the enemy spearpoint passed through her, and she went down too.
One scream was all she allowed as she abandoned defense. She threw everything at the Gray Wizard. Lifting hands, spearpoints, or cutting edges, forcing the man to defend with all his magic. Rocks, branches, and even mud was arcing through the air as her fellow villagers, joined in the attack.
The ferocity of her attacks pushed the Gray Wizard backward; some of her attacks got through, just missing his flesh. As she limped forward, the people kept pace with her. They were pushing, pushing the bastard back; back toward the houses surrounding the square.
Gritting her teeth, she continued by sending a lifting hand to lift his shield, followed by a spearpoint to exploit the gap underneath. All thinking was gone, it was instinctive, and a strange calm came over her. She knew the villagers were beside her but didn’t see them. Her eyes were only on the Gray Wizard, stumbling backward.
His jump to the side surprised her. He was out of sight, behind a house fifty feet in front of her. Still, she fired four spearpoints around the corner. Unable to see a target, she had no idea about their impact.
Hobbling as fast as she could, she reached the corner, stepping around it with her shield already in place. But she saw nothing, no sign of the Gray Wizard. Reaching out her scan, she found him over a hundred feet away, moving around the houses, heading for the bridge over the Wan. A second later, she was airborne, following him over the rooftops.
Then, lightning quick, his d’dec was gone. She landed to avoid being caught defenseless in the air. Brodia continued to limp toward the bridge, cursing her foot that slowed her down.
From behind, she heard her name, “Brodia.” Hirin caught up to her. He had five other men with him. “Where is he?”
Pointing ahead, she just said, “The bridge.” 
Glancing at his hands, she saw two rocks, one in each hand. Two of the five men had pitchforks, one had a branch, and the others a rock, ready to throw. She continued with the knot of brave villagers forming a human shield behind her. Ahead, she maintained her defensive block wide enough to protect them all.
As they reached the edge of each house, a man ran around its corner. But there was no sign of the coward. She constantly scanned around her for a league, searching for the Gray Wizard’s d’dec. He kept it snuffed out. It took five minutes to reach the last house before the stone bridge that spanned the River Wan.
The area seemed quiet, as if nothing had happened today. She glanced at the men standing with her. Each had that determined look of men fighting to defend their homes. The men looked at her, waiting for her decision. She was no longer that teenage girl they made cruel jokes about.
She stared at the humpback bridge, remembering her time hiding under the Stugan Bridge in Lowmouth. “Under the bridge,” she murmured, half to herself.
Hirin, standing beside her, ran for the bridge. She wanted to scream to stop, but she could only watch, her heart fluttering, as another man she liked risked his life for her. He slipped down the bank to check under the bridge. Her scan found nothing. 
A minute later, she saw Hirin’s head pop back up above the embankment. “Nothing.” She took a deep breath of relief.
Upriver or downriver, she had to decide. Maybe he crossed the river. She could only pick one way, so she went with her gut. “Upriver.” She pointed along the river to the north.
Silently they formed a seven-person-wide fan with Brodia in the middle. Hirin took his position beside her, and she was grateful for his presence. She took a step north while the men remained in step with her. At each bush or house, they stopped to search for the wizard. The going was slow, but she was confident no one could slip past them.
In the near distance, she saw a clump of bushes with a willow tree growing at the top of the river’s embankment. Pointing to it, she said in a low voice, “That’s a good place to hide. Keep your eyes on it in case the coward’s in there and makes a run for it.”
Limping along, she moved with determination. The clump was just a hundred feet ahead, but she still couldn’t see if anyone hid there. If Preem were here, he’d send out his waves to see if someone was there. She cursed her inabilities. Need was the sire of application. She’d never rest until she could do everything Zenii could.
[image: image-placeholder]She was fifty feet away now. The bushes were thick around the lone willow tree hanging its delicate branches into the Wan river. Her d’dec rippled, her Zenii was reaching out. Stopping, she counted the single ripples. No more came after the third one. Zenii was calling her back.
The men stopped with her, though their eyes remained locked on the clump of bushes ahead.
“I have to return. My Zenii has summoned me back to the capital.”
“How?” Hirin asked. He looked around for something, like a mounted messenger.
“Magic, Slowness,” she whispered to him. She formed four spearpoints. “Watch the bushes!” she said as she flung the spearpoints in a fan through the clump. Nothing, no movement that she could see, no cry of pain, and no d’dec activated.
Frustrated, she said, “We must return to the square. You can’t look for the Gray Wizard alone; he’ll kill you in a second.”
“He killed your family. I’ll find him,” Hirin said.
Turning toward him, she held his arm as she shook her head. Forming a lifting hand, she lifted herself with Hirin a foot into the air. “Get on, men. I’ll take you back to the square.” She flew all six men over the rooftops to the village green, where the villagers milled about in shock. She landed near Ma’s prone body. The men dispersed after she landed. Hirin stayed by her side as Elder Rihap shuffled over.
Squatting, she gently turned over her mother’s lifeless form. The blood made her bite her lip to stop from wailing in grief. How could someone so lovely one moment look like this? The spearpoint had cut a wide hole through her chest. Lovingly, she closed her mother’s eyes. Feeling numb, she didn’t know what else to do. War had come to her family. Now, those she cared about lay dead under the oak tree she once loved to play around. The villagers looked on, surrounding her family. It was as if they trapped her in a small enclosure. Only Hirin remained beside her.
Nearby, father knelt, cradling Ipin’s dead body. She staggered upright, grateful for Hirin’s helping arm, and hobbled over to her little brother.
The Gray Wizard’s spearpoint had passed through Ipin’s neck. When she saw the wound, she feared whether he suffered or not. Did the spearpoint sever his nerves, killing him instantly, or just his arteries so he’d have time to know he was dying?
She squatted beside her brother, reaching out to give his hair one last tussle just because she knew he liked it.
Two village women held her father’s shoulders to console him. “He’s dead,” he wailed.
Anger rose as she looked at little Ipin’s limp body; anger at the Gray Wizard for attacking an innocent boy trying to help his community, and anger at her father for not allowing Ipin to get to the safety of Kefnu. The Gray Wizard wasn’t here, but her father was.
“Get away from him.” Her voice was low, angry, and menacing. The two consoling women moved back, but she wasn’t talking to them. “Get away from him, father.” She could have killed him then but managed to get the feral edge off her feelings in time. “They’d still be alive, you pig-headed fool,” she spat out. “They should be safe in the capital.”
“It wasn’t me,” he said, turning his head to look at the people around him. The man was appealing to his friends.
“It was. As soon as you indulged your desires, you killed them. Once you chose your stupid farm over them, they were dead.” Her fist clutched her tarner hard enough to squeeze the life out of the wood. At that second, she wanted to beat her father with her tarner.
It took several deep breaths before she trusted herself to continue. Finally, she pulled herself upright to ask Hirin and the Elder, “Can you arrange their funerals?”
“Of course,” Elder Rihap said. When she glanced at Hirin, she was relieved to see him nod. She could trust him to treat Ipin right.
Turning her attention back to her father, she said, “We have to go.”
“I’m not leaving them,” he mumbled through his keening.
Her buried anger flashed back as she threw a broad fist at her father, knocking him over. “I’ve no time for your self-pity. We must do our duty. Mourning only helps the living.” She pulled Ipin’s lifeless body from his hands to gently lay him on the grass. What she did to her father was cruel; she knew it, but her anger continued to possess her for several minutes.
“Easy,” Hirin said, touching her arm.
Elder Rihap tried to reason with her, saying she should reserve her anger for the enemy wizard that killed her mother.
But Brodia would have none of their appeasement. “You have no idea,” she said firmly. Then to the gathered villagers, she repeated herself, “You have no notion of what this man did to his family. If the Gods have kept him alive, it is so he can suffer.”
Wrapping her father in a tight cocoon so he couldn’t move his arms, she pulled him onto a lifting hand she formed next to her. A foot in the air, she remembered another detail. “Hirin, please find Trag to look after him?” Hirin nodded. In a year, he had grown into a man. “Don’t search for the Gray Wizard. I don’t want anyone else to die from Widemouth, least of all you, Slowness.”
Before he could reply, she rose straight into the air pulling herself out of the village she’d called home. It held nothing for her now.  I’ll meet the Gray Wizard again, she thought. Next time I’ll not give him a chance, and as he did to Ipin, I’ll watch his life-blood drain away. Then I’ll spit on his body.
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Counter Moves



The battle was painful for Preem to watch. It was far worse than when Brodia ran away last year. Then he didn’t know what was happening; he couldn’t see her battles with Yarin and learned of them afterward. This was even harder on him than her battle with the Gray Wizard in Clovermouth. In that battle, he wasn’t watching until she chased the enemy away.
This time he saw the vigor of her attacks, throwing everything at the Gray Wizard. It was berserk, leaving the enemy no openings, forcing them to defend or die. It was like a relentless dog attacking another. Then they were both flying.
Preem sat at the top of the West Tower, tracking the battle to the north. At this distance, it was impossible to know who was chasing who. Though he knew the Gray Wizard began flying seconds before Brodia did. Was she pursuing or running away? Preem prayed she was the hunter. When the Gray Wizard’s d’dec winked out, he knew she had chased him to ground once again.
Here in the capital, he sensed the count’s plans would culminate in the next two days. He must do something to bring things to a climax before the count was ready. But what? As he sat scanning Brodia’s actions fifty leagues away, Preem made two quick decisions. First, he sent three pulses to recall Brodia before the Gray Wizard could ambush her. Second, he would tap into a tactician’s mind by meeting General Fenaton. If he was honest with himself, it was a meeting he should have arranged days ago when he first returned to Kefnu. He would do better next time.
Once he was satisfied Brodia was flying back to Kefnu, he turned his attention back to the city. Here all was quiet, the calm before the storm that would break soon. Although he was moving now, Roon was still in the city's eastern part. He would leave the tower for the Royal Court in two hands, giving him time to think.
As usual, he conversed with an imaginary person in his mind. This time, he chose General Fenaton, asking him about the count’s request to attend the Royal Court today. The general agreed that any peace offer was a distraction. But what were Quon’s intentions? As the general listed some of the count’s possible objectives, a plan came to Preem’s mind. He would fly to the chancellor’s office to invite Quon to today’s court. Chancellor Plov will be confused, but once he understood the purpose, Preem was confident he’d agree to it. With luck, Brodia would arrive before the end of today’s Royal Court.
If the Gray Wizard was out of position to the north, and Preem had Brodia beside him for a battle with Quon, then maybe Otanic would have enough advantage to win the day. Alone against Quon, it would be close. He dared not risk the kingdom on a rash charge into battle with an unknown power. Today he needed to fight like the fox until it was time to attack like a dog.
The chancellor was surprised at Preem’s change of heart. But eventually agreed this was their best choice. Once they dispatched the messenger to invite the Count of Broditch to today’s Royal Court, Preem returned to the West Tower to practice suppressing his d’sur waves. He found he couldn’t relax enough to concentrate. So, every few minutes, he checked on the location of any d’decs within a hundred leagues.
He thought about the position of his pieces in the game as if he was playing nanuj blindfolded. Brodia was halfway back to Kefnu, flying at her top speed. He couldn’t detect Roon, who must be in the tunnels, chasing any beggar boys out. He sat in the middle, waiting for his enemy to step into his trap. Of course, Quon would have a d’dec on him. No grand wizard would be foolish enough to go naked into a possible fight.
The trick, he mused, is not to do what the count expects. Fifteen minutes before the Royal Court, Preem visited the Two Towers room, before hurrying to the throne room.
Just a few nobles were there when he walked in. After a few perfunctory greetings, he took up a spot near the throne, leaning against one of the marble pillars. It didn’t take long before a strong-looking assistant wheeled Count Quon in through the doors from the abbey. He watched intently as the assistant pushed the count toward the back of the throne room. After killing Quon’s last assistant, Preem wondered how many more strong servants the Count of Broditch had.
Walking casually to the count, Preem scanned for any d’decs and found none. However, the count did turn to greet him before he had a chance to announce himself. He faced the man he was determined to kill today. Could he trick the bastard into making a mistake?
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Tunnel Patrol



Lunch with his parents went well; even his father relaxed a little more around Jisana. Her easy friendship with Azaly helped. After lunch, in the early afternoon, Roon set off with Jisana for the tunnels. His instructions were to clear any beggar boys from the tunnels under the Palace during the Royal Court.
As they followed West Street past Frankun market, Roon fixated on Jisana joining his family. He wasn’t even sure if he should call them his family as he would never live with them again. Such was the price of being a Defender of Vosj. When he glanced at Jisana, striding beside him, he saw her as his surrogate with his family. She could be the new leather smith, one with two hands rather than one. The demonstration she gave this morning also meant she could protect them with a knife or hide them in the tunnels if things turned horrendous.
Yes, she could be his replacement. This thought eased his sadness over missing his loved ones for the past year. “How did you like my family?” he asked, unsuccessfully trying to sound casual.
“Alright, I guess,” Jisana replied in her raspy voice. “I like Azaly, but your father was mean. He doesn’t like me. First, he thought I was a wizard. But now he knows I’m street folk. He hates all of us.”
“I thought he was nicer after lunch,” Roon said, trying to sound optimistic. “You have more to offer my family than I ever did.”
“Even I’m not silly enough to believe that, Squirt. Of course, you mean more to them than I ever could. Your father loves you,” Jisana said. Then her voice turned sad as she added, “Just as my Pa loved me.”
“What was your Pa like?” he asked.
“He used to read stories to me each night. They were tales about princes and princesses. I lived in the Keep, so I imagined these nobles’ adventures in the towers or the royal gardens,” she paused. “I miss those stories the most. That and dinner with Ma each evening.”
“My Pa never told me stories, but you can have dinner with my Ma. She likes you.”
“Squirt, did I make any mistakes eating lunch?” Jisana asked. “That be the first meal I’ve sat down to in forever.”
“No. You did fine,” he replied. Just that simple question said what begging on the streets must be like. How many years had he seen them but paid no mind to the kids sitting by the market entrance? People were people no matter where you saw them. It was a simple lesson Brodia taught him many times as they walked past poor farmers working in their fields.
Shortly after passing Frankun market, he turned to walk up the hill toward the Keep. According to the market’s large clock tower, It was close to half past two. He had plenty of time to sweep through the tunnels.
“Blue Jay, do you know any entrances to the tunnels from the Palace grounds?” he asked as they walked up the hill.
“Honestly? What would give you such an idea?” she replied amusedly. “Street folk are NEVER welcome inside the Keep. We should go in at the same place as we entered yesterday.”
Before reaching the bluff's top, Jisana turned into an alley. Partway along the shadowy passageway, he saw the same beggar girl they used yesterday when encountering beggar boys in the tunnels. Yesterday the girl ran away.
“Ya’s owes me half a crown,” she announced, holding her bowl toward Roon.
He took a second to recall her name. “You ran away. I don’t owe you a thing, Munia.”
“Ya’s remembers me name?” she asked, genuinely surprised. “I’s helps ya again ... Fa thats half-crown.”
“C’mon then, but no running away this time.”
He followed Munia as she took them in through the storage room entrance. As they walked up the tunnel’s slope, he told Munia, “We’re looking for any boys down here. I will tell them to leave by order of the king’s ministers.”
“Ya ain’t no nobleman,” Munia said. Jisana chuckled at the obviousness of Munia’s observation.
“That’s true, but I have orders here,” Roon replied. He took out a piece of paper with a dark blue seal. It was a note that Elder Thaum had given him several days ago in Clovermouth. It had nothing to do with this, but he was sure the beggar boys couldn’t read. Munia seemed impressed that he had written charges.
As they walked along, he heard a strange distant clang reverberate along the walls. It was impossible to tell where the bouncing sound came from. A minute later, the sound repeated itself, still with no sense of its origin. “Someone’s down here,” Jisana whispered. “That be the sound of someone opening an old lock.”
It was a couple of minutes before Roon saw a knot of three boys leaning against the tunnel’s curved walls at a junction with another cross tunnel.
“This be called tha Keep’s Crossing,” Munia whispered. “It be tha main point under tha Palace.”
The boys stood, glaring at him as he approached.  “What are you boys doing here?” Roon called out.
“What’s that ta ya?” came a challenge in response.
“Orders from his majesty’s government,” Roon said, imitating the ponderous voice of the Lord Chancellor. “No one can be in the tunnels today.”
When one of the boys dared him to prove it, Roon took out the note from Thaum. “Can any of you read?” The sullen looks were answer enough. “Alright then, I’ll read it to you.” After making a show of opening the letter, he intoned, “By order of his august majesty, King Attim the Second, no one can be in the tunnels under the King’s Keep.”
Jisana leaned over his shoulder to read the note. “It doesn’t say that,” she whispered. He tucked the letter back inside his jerkin.
Though the boys couldn’t hear Jisana’s whisper, they must have gotten the gist of what she said because they didn’t move. Jisana pulled out her knife as Munia pulled out her cubbie.
“Do you know who I am?” he asked. The boys nodded but kept quiet. “Then you know what I can do. Or do you need me to throw one of you into a wall to prove it?”
The boys murmured something between them. “We’s be going,” the boy who did the talking said.
“Lead on then; we’ll escort you out.” Roon watched warily as the boys started down the cross tunnel. He followed from behind with the two girls. The boys moved slowly, so Roon sent a light d’sur fist to give a firm tap to the head of the talkative boy. “Move faster.” The boys picked up speed.
Soon they were at a doorway. He reached over to yank a strand of the leader’s hair. “Go out now,” he said. “And with this, I’ll know if you come back ... Don’t come back!” The boys filed out through the door.
“You didn’t punish them much,” Jisana said after the boys had left.
“We don’t hurt people unless we have to,” he replied softly so Munia couldn’t hear. “Our magic can hurt people, even kill them. My Zenii, I mean Purple, has taught me for a year not to harm people for no reason.”
“That’s not what people says.”
“I know. When we must hurt someone, everyone makes up stories about it, and people only remember those stories. You said my name’s Roon the Runt. Do I deserve that name?”
“I guess not. Though you do be short.”
“Aye, I am. But the name says I’m useless too.”
“I just mean that you need to hurt people sometimes. Those grists deserve punishment for what they be doing,” Jisana said as she slipped her knife back out of sight. “Then they’ll respect what you have to say.”
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The Naked Count



As Etin wheeled him into the Throne Room, Quon prayed to Fortidad, the god of courage and father to the lessor gods. The royal invitation came late, forcing him to hurry here. Maybe that was their plan. If so, it hadn’t worked. He was here, ready to face one of the biggest challenges of his life.
Today he would need the fortitude to stand up to Wizard Preem without his magical abilities. He felt more naked than when he took a bath. But if he blustered his way, Otanic’s grand wizard might fail to see his weakness. Come on, master Alom, he thought, find my mastyon. The ruse was simple, come to the Royal Court, so Preem must come to guard the king. Preem should not risk bringing the riding crop in case Quon found a way to engage it to kill the king.
Quon gazed around the ornate room, looking for Preem. The throne room had more guardsmen than usual, heightening the danger. He saw the grand wizard dressed in his silly leather coat with purple stripes while carrying that huge mastyon he liked so much. Had the fool not discovered the trick to keeping the d’dec close while still generating power? It was what separated them, just as surely as the three-way split divided the grand wizard from the journeyman. Otanic’s wizard, the Bone Crusher, approached Quon’s chair.
So, he turned to greet him. “Ah, I’m glad to see you here, Grand Wizard,” Quon said with no enthusiasm. However, seeing the grand wizard made him feel more alive than he had for over a year. The game was on, and he was very good at this kind of verbal swordplay.
“My lord. I came to hear what peace offer King Tarik has for us.”
Quon let a smile play across his face. “Yes, I’m sure you did, my lord,” Quon responded with a hint of cynicism. “I would be most remiss if I didn’t congratulate you on your recent elevation to count.” Preem thanked him. Quon innocently smiled as he added, “What exactly are you the count of, my lord?”
“Clovermouth, my lord.”
“Ahh. Isn’t that a little fishing village on the south coast?” Preem didn’t respond, so Quon continued. “Too small to deserve a count, I would think.”
“It was an honor bestowed by my liege lord. One that I care little about.” In a whisper, Preem added, “In my opinion, some nobles are far too small for their titles.”
Quon smiled at the pitiful verbal attack. “A difficult position to take in the Royal Court.”
“I protect the realm, my lord. That is enough for me.”
“A worthy cause, my lord. Does that include robbing a poor old count of his favorite riding crop?” Quon asked to keep Preem on the defensive.
“Not robbed, my lord. Confiscated for a while.”
“When will you return it?”
“Why is it so important, my lord?” Preem asked. 
By now, Quon assumed that Preem knew his riding crop was a mastyon. He was tempted to hint at its true purpose. But after a moment, he decided to continue the verbal game. “It has sentimental value, my lord.”
Preem smiled as he unbuttoned his coat, revealing Quon’s riding crop. “This little thing?” he said derisively. “I find feeble minds long for little things. Would you not like to reach for it now?”
Quon worked to keep his face neutral, hiding his disappointment at seeing his mastyon with Preem. “I would not be so coarse, my lord. You have it for now.” Damn this impudent young man.
“You want it Count Quon. I see it in your eyes,” Preem whispered. “Why not reach for it? If not with your hand, then maybe ...?”
Quon quickly got his face under control, relaxing his muscles. He even managed a smile. “We do not like each other, my lord.”
“Indeed, we don’t,” Preem agreed.
Quon stared at his mastyon stuffed into the belt of this arrogant young wizard. Oh, how he wanted to engage his d’dec to rip Preem apart. But to do so would expose him to instant death. Surely the wizard’s baiting meant he was ready for any such move.
Damn the man! he thought again. Quon had been certain the grand wizard wouldn’t risk bringing the riding crop close to the king if Quon was present. When the clock struck three, and the king’s procession entered, Quon was relieved. He hadn’t felt so exposed since he first learned to fly all those years ago. Etin rolled him into the receiving line. When Preem formed a broad shield to protect King Attim, Quon could breathe a little easier, confident that if Preem were aware he was naked, he wouldn’t bother with any defenses.
Once the king sat on the throne, the Lord Chamberlain called the court to order with two sharp strikes of his staff on the marble floor. Quon forced himself to relax his mind. Preem had ruined his plans for today, and he needed to concentrate on this Royal Court if he was to live through it.
King Attim indicated to Quon. “My Lord Quon, we hear you have a new peace proposal for us.” Quon dipped his head, offering the letter he carried with King Tarik’s black seal. “We give you leave to present your proposal at a privy council meeting after our Court has adjourned.”
“Thank you, sire.”
The meeting moved on as the Count of Broditch waited for it to end so he could present his half-hearted peace proposal and get back to his residence before Preem put the pieces together to realize he was as helpless as a beetle underfoot.
Without a d’dec, he couldn’t know how Lihan’s mission to Widemouth went. Preem did not hint that he knew about it, leaving Quon doubting his cowardly apprentice. The more his first plan dragged, the more he considered the fourth option. As the days passed and his anger grew, he became more comfortable with the alternative that gave them no chance. But he couldn’t hope to have enough power without his familiar d’dec that lay buried in the handle of his riding crop.
As the Court dragged on, Quon ordered Etin to push him to the rear of the court. He tapped the parchment letter on his knee, wanting to get away. Everyone knew King Attim wouldn’t accept King Tarik’s proposal. Quon used it as a way to separate Preem from Quon’s mastyon. But that ploy failed.
“Take me home,” Quon said to his footman. “I want to get away from this place.”
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Confrontation



Standing outside the iron gate in the tunnels under the Palace, Alom had a small package under his arm. It contained the palace servant’s uniform that once belonged to a girl who now lay dead by his hand. Nervously, Alom felt the end of his wand stuffed into his belt before asking Nip, “Are the boys guarding the tunnels good?”
“I’s pay ‘em halfs a crown. Them’s knows whats I’s do ta ‘em ifs them leaves.”
“Good enough. Don’t leave this spot until I return. I should be back in thirty minutes.”
“I’s wills be here. Don’ts be afraid of this boy.”
Alom took the key from behind the loose brick to open the gate. After relocking it from the other side, he handed the key to Nip through the metal bars. “Keep this on you; I don’t want anyone following me.” Taking the identical key from the hiding place on his side of the gate, he tucked it into his pocket.
Before starting on the stairs, Alom checked the count’s ornate watch. It was a few minutes before three o’clock. His instructions were not to enter the cellar until after three. Glancing back at Nip, who stared through the gate's bars, he winked but said nothing. This was his first chance to show his Zenii what he could do. Oh, he’d been in difficult situations before, but then it was just his hide that counted. This felt entirely different, sending a tingle along his spine. His kingdom was at risk, and he could be the hero or the goat. At last, the watch showed a minute past three; it was time to go.
Alom felt his way up the spiral steps in utter blackness until the outline of the doorframe came into sight. He shuffled his way straight toward the door, not wanting to risk stepping on the young girl’s naked body. In the door frame’s faint light, Alom redressed in that girl’s uniform. It was a poor fit, but it would fool any palace staff he might encounter.
What did the men say the dead girl’s name was? Suddenly a chill swept through him as he pulled the memory of the two men talking about her. ‘It’s not like Glipena to disappear,’ one had said. The same name Zenii called his spy. He’d killed the count’s spy whose uniform he now wore. He’d messed up and would have to let Zenii know as soon as he got back.
Still, he couldn’t do anything about it now, so he peeked through the key’s hole in the door to confirm the cellar was empty. Silently he unlocked the door, cursing the faint click of the well-oiled lock. He didn’t relock it in case he was in a hurry when he returned.
Subconsciously he felt once more for his wand, tucked into his belt. His master thought this task was vital enough that he gave it back to him, but he wasn’t to use it until the end of the mission.
After walking past the babble of voices from the kitchen, he made his way up the ramp. He went through the single door to the servant’s quarters, down the stone corridor, and through the double swing doors at the end. Now he was in the Palace proper. The hallways were empty, something the count had predicted, claiming the guards would be positioned close to the king attending the Royal Court. Even the poppy-red guards standing at the gardens' doors were missing. No one challenged the boy dressed in a palace servant's checkered uniform.
Soon he stood outside the door with the two towers painted in dark blue. He tapped on the door, praying to the Gods that no one answered. It was quiet. Pulling a cloth from his pocket, he unrolled it, revealing his two lock-picking tools. He went to work. These old locks were easy to pick. In thirty seconds, he heard a deep click that must have been loud enough to attract a guard. Alom waited for a second, then opened the door to step inside.
The room was bigger than he expected. There was a drawing room with a fire burning in the hearth and two doors to bedrooms. It would take longer than he had hoped. Alom decided to leave the drawing room until last. He went into the room with the open door.
The musty-smelling bedroom wasn’t big. It had a single bed with one chair. A wooden stand held a wash basin, and near the head of the bed, he saw a nightstand with some drawers. He checked the drawers first; they were empty. He squeezed the three gray blankets lying on the bed; nothing. He found nothing under the bed or the pillows. With such a small room, he was running out of places to try.
He checked around the washbasin. Then the drapes covering the single window. Standing with his hands on his hips, he surveyed the room. Where else can I look? The bed! Alom lifted the mattress but found nothing.
The door to the second bedroom was locked, but not for long. Inside, Alom found a larger bed. Immediately, he guessed this was the grand wizard’s room. He quickly searched all the places where someone could hide a riding crop. He was desperate by the time he got to the bed. He lifted the mattress, and there it was.
His Zenii’s mastyon. He pulled it out, taking a few seconds to ensure it looked like the one he’d seen with his liege for a year. He tucked it into his belt at his back before pulling his uniform shirt over to conceal it.
It was time to get back out before the Royal Court ended. Outside the drawing room, he debated locking the main door but decided not to push his luck. He had to get back to the servant’s area before anyone challenged him.
“Hey boy, what’re you doing there?” A gruff voice demanded from further down the corridor.
Out of the shadows, a large man dressed in red swaggered toward him. His rapier was in his hand. Taking a couple of steps from the menacing guard toward the garden windows, Alom watched the man approach. Could he outrun the man who looked overweight? Probably, but he couldn’t outrun a yell alerting other guards.
“Answer me, boy! I saw you coming outta the wizard’s room.”
The guard pointed the tip of his sword at Alom’s chest, holding it rock-steady, hardly a foot away. He smiled, causing the guard to frown. Then Alom’s crude spearpoint killed the man. The sword clattered by his feet while the guard’s body fell with a crump on the plush rugs covering the stone floor.
Alom quickly re-opened the door to the Two Towers room so he could float the dead guard inside. Before he left, he remembered to pick up the sword lying in the corridor. He was about to toss it into the wizard’s room when a better idea came to mind. Standing over the dead guard lying on his back, Alom pushed the sword’s tip deep into his spearpoint’s hole in the guard’s uniform. He closed the door before hurrying off.
Luckily, he encountered no more guards before returning through the double doors and into the servant’s quarters. Down the stone corridors, he strode, trying to act nonchalant, hoping the sound of his footsteps clicking on the bare floor attracted no attention. It didn’t seem as if he breathed again until he passed into the blackness at the top of the spiral staircase. He didn’t take the time to change out of the servant’s uniform.
After locking the door, he had to feel his way slowly to the edge of the stairs, pushing his right foot along the floor until it found the edge. Then he hurried down the steps until the light from below helped him see the stone steps. Peeking around the corner, he saw Nip standing outside the gate. “Psst, Nip,” he said softly. Nip turned and saw him. “Unlock the gate.”
The loud clang of the lock continued to reverberate along the walls as Alom rushed to pass through. A sudden fear overcame him as if fate would snatch away his prize if he didn’t get out of these tunnels quickly enough. He waited as Nip locked the gate, another loud metal-on-metal clang.
The sound of running footsteps swept along the walls of the tunnels; people were coming. It was hard to say how many. Alom had to make a quick decision. Nip couldn’t hold anyone off for long enough, but Alom could.
“It’s a patrol,” Nip said urgently.
“Take this.” Alom pulled out the riding crop, holding it out for Nip. “Get this back to the Count. Don’t let anything stop you.”
“What’s about ya?”
“I’ll hold them off before rejoining you at the entrance. Now get going!”
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A Defining Weakness



Roon expected quiet tunnels, yet he constantly heard little sounds echoing along the passageways; sounds that could be boots walking nearby, an occasional cough, or the faint remains of a whispered conversation.
He let Munia guide them back to where they met the boys so they could continue the patrol. As they ambled along the tunnels, it became apparent to him that these passageways were like the narrow streets of the impoverished section of Kefnu. A confusing maze that was difficult to clear out. It would be easy for someone to circle behind them, using the side tunnels as Roon approached.
Whenever they tracked a sound down, they found a deserted tunnel. It frustrated Roon, convincing him the street beggars were playing him for a fool. Jisana said he was too easy on his enemies. She was right. All his life, he avoided fights by not provoking others because of his useless left arm. The affliction of his arm tempered him into someone willing to work hard but also someone unwilling to confront others. It was a weakness.
What had Brodia told him a year ago? She said, ‘Don’t let your weakness define you to your enemies.’ It was what he was doing. Well, no more. If he caught another beggar boy, he’d make sure they would long remember the story of this patrol.
After a while, he heard that same clanging sound, only this time it was close enough to identify a direction. He increased his pace, jogging along the passageway. The two girls followed. Then the sound came again, just around the bend. He recognized the area where he met those two boys with the light. He ran harder, not caring how much noise his pounding feet made.
Rounding the corner, he saw a boy holding a torch. Beyond the boy, he saw another beggar run-limping away. The boy holding the torch wasn’t a beggar, though. He wore the uniform of the Palace servants. And the boy just stood there, waiting.
Roon remembered the face. It was the same boy he’d met yesterday at this exact spot. Then the boy said his name was Sarn. Was it part of his duty to work in these tunnels? “No one should be in these tunnels,” Roon said.
Suspicious, Roon decided to lock the servant in a gripping fist so he couldn’t pull a weapon. With Sarn immobilized, Roon was barely five paces away. Jisana stopped beside him.
“It’s him,” she said, pulling her knife. “He’s the one that tied me in the cellar.”
Roon saw that the servant’s eyes were unusual, and as he stared at them, he realized what was wrong.
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My Duty



Alom watched Nip run off with the riding crop. When the group came around the bend, he turned to face them. It was two beggar girls with the one-armed runt. He waited, wondering if he could talk his way out. The runt’s gripping fist reached out to snare him around the waist. He didn’t care; it wouldn’t stop his magic when he was ready. He recognized the smallest girl as the one he held in the cellar. He was pleased to see her swollen face. Of course, she recognized him too.
Alom waited. His wizard’s stone remained silent while he kept his attention on the Runt’s actions, looking for an opening to kill the Runt before he realized what he was fighting. The Runt stopped with the girls, confusion written over his face as he studied him, staring into his eyes. Alom saw the sparkle in the Runt’s brown eyes.
After months of practice, Alom could relight his d’dec to send a spearpoint in less than a second. He waited, glaring at the Runt, who just stared at him. Instinctively he understood the Runt knew what he was. In a flash, he started his d’dec to race a spearpoint across the gap between them. But the Runt was fast too. He dropped his gripping fist to form a shield, deflecting the spearpoint.
Remembering his lessons from Lihan, Alom sent another spearpoint aimed at the little beggar girl to force the Runt to defend her. The Runt was too fast, flipping away his spearpoint before sending one of his own. Alom blocked it. Then another spearpoint came. 
As he went to block the second one, it disappeared. Instantly a lifting hand slid under his shield tossing him into a wall. A second later, something tore through his leg. He cried out in pain.
Through the pain, he formed another spearpoint. The Runt blocked it before pulling out Alom’s wand. He was defenseless.
“It’s the same servant as before,” the Runt said. “Your name’s Sarn.”
Alom moaned with the pain. The Runt’s spearpoint had torn through his thigh.
“Your Zenii can’t save you now.” The Runt said. “Is your teacher the Count of Broditch?”
Alom ignored the question as he clutched the wound in his leg, trying to stop the blood. Meanwhile, the Runt talked to the girls. They talked loud enough for him to hear, as if he no longer mattered. Preem’s apprentice wanted to enter the palace, but the bigger girl said she wasn’t going there because the guards were mean. She left after the boy gave her a coin.
As the Runt talked to the little girl, Alom tried to remember her name. The red fog in his mind slowed him, but he finally remembered. “Help me, Jisana,” he said. She looked at him; her expression was answer enough. So, Alom searched with his mind for his d’dec. It was hard to concentrate through the pain.
“It’s too far away,” the boy said. “If you want help, tell me who your Zenii is.”
Alom wanted to tell him to fuck off, but he was too weak now.
The Runt wrapped him in a cocoon to lift him. He barely heard the clang of the gate unlocking. Then he was floating up the spiral stairs. He continued to clutch his bloody wound. The little girl walked ahead with the lit torch. The Runt followed, still too far away for Alom to reach his d’dec.
At the top of the spiral stairs, he heard Jisana call out when she spied the dead girl. Roon pushed him to the door before dropping him to the floor. 
I did my duty, Alom thought as he clenched his teeth against the pain. In a bloody, pain-induced haze, he saw the Runt standing over the dead girl.
“You bastard,” the Runt said as a d’sur fist approached Alom.
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What’s Missing?



Sweeping around the West Tower, Brodia brought her flying platform down onto the lawns of the King’s Keep near the entrance to the abbey. She hadn’t spoken to her father since leaving Widemouth three hands ago. He wallowed in self-pity, but she had no time for such indulgences. Before dissolving her lifting hand, she stood; father remained prone on the manicured lawn. She didn’t care; she would be happy if she never spoke more than two words to the stubborn fool again.
She was cold; cold from flying, cold from her own futility, and cold emotionally. All her love had boiled out of her like an untended kettle. If she cared about herself, she would need that feeling of wanting something to come back. But she didn’t care. Not any longer. Brodia knew she had a hole in her soul but didn’t know how to fix it.
“Get up,” she commanded. He didn’t move. She removed ten crowns from her purse and splashed them beside his head. “You’re to stay at the Fox’s Tormentor tavern while awaiting further instructions from the king’s council. The code word will be Betana. Now go.” He didn’t get up, moaning that she owed him. “I have no more sympathy for you than I do for the fish in the river,” she said slowly so he’d hear every word.
When he remained on the ground, she walked to the guard at the Keep’s entrance. “That fool, lying on the grass, is my father,” she said. “He has his instructions. Please have someone escort him out from the Keep.” The guard respectfully acknowledged her request. “Is all else well?” she asked him.
“Hardly, ma’am. The Court ended suddenly, Count Quon left in a hurry, and there’s been some activity around the Throne Room. Not that they keep this guard informed, ma’am.”
She strode away along the gravel path that led to the abbey entrance. As she passed her father, sobbing on the lawn, she barely glanced his way. Anger had hardened her heart too far.
Hurrying through the abbey, she entered the Throne Room to find it deserted, except for the usual guards at the doors. Passing into the Palace, she rushed to the Two Towers room. After tapping on the door, she tried the lock. The door opened. A large guard with a sword sticking up from his chest was lying on the floor near the door. Feeling like she was in a dream where nothing shocked her, she squatted beside the man to check for signs of life; he was dead. She checked the bedrooms. Both were in disarray, something Zenii never allowed.
Scanning through the Palace, she found the faint echo of Zenii’s d’dec. The Palace’s stone walls hampered her ability to detect another d’dec. Still, she sent a double ripple to say she was coming to him. Two seconds later, he responded with a triple pulse. After relocking the Towers room, she set off toward Preem’s d’dec.
Minutes later, she was outside the door to the surgeon’s room, with the traditional surgeon’s flat hat painted yellow on the door. Inside, she found several men and Jisana huddled around a body lying on the large wooden table that dominated the center of the room. Here was Zenii with a sad-faced Roon.
Zenii pointed to the door. She stepped back out with her teacher right behind her.
After closing the door, he reached to hug her, but she stepped back, asking, “Who’s on the table?” She wasn’t in the mood for any emotional exchanges right then.
“The apprentice to Harpin’s grand wizard. Roon killed him in the tunnels under the Palace,” Zenii said. She asked if Roon was injured. With a contented smile, he shook his head no. “Did you bring your family back? I detected the Gray Wizard close to Widemouth.”
“He killed my mother and brother before we drove him away.” The words brought no emotion for her. “The coward disappeared again. I brought my father back.”
She saw Preem’s eyes sadden. When he embraced her, she turned her face away without hugging him back, standing like a statue. After a second, he stood back. He was about to say something, but she cut him off. “Don’t say it, Zenii. We’re at war, so I don’t have the time.”
He nodded sadly. “I’d hoped we’d won today, but we didn’t.”
A part of her wanted to cry, but she no longer knew how to. So, she pretended everything was alright. “The guard at the gate mentioned that Count Quon was here too?”
“Yes. Whatever he planned, Roon stopped it when he found the apprentice. They’d killed a young servant girl to get into the Palace.” Zenii paused before adding, “The count was here to present a peace offer from Harpin, but he left suddenly without giving the proposal. I believe he detected his apprentice was dying, though I don’t know how.”
Brodia waited to see if he had any other news, but when he didn’t, she said, “Zenii, I found a dead palace guard in our room.”
“Murdered?”
“He has a sword sticking out of his chest, so yes, I’d say someone murdered him,” she said before adding, “The rooms were disturbed and unlocked.”
He stood quietly before saying, “Stay here with Roon. I’ll check the rooms.” With that, he hurried off.
[image: image-placeholder]Back in the surgeon’s room, she walked over to the table. The naked body of the apprentice was Roon’s age, his face was Premio-white, and his thigh had a large, bloody gash. She glanced at Roon, who stood, sad-eyed, at the end of the table near the dead boy’s head. “Squirt, what happened?” Roon lifted his eyes; it was as if he’d only just realized she was there. “Come with me,” she ordered, annoyed with his self-indulgent attitude.
Stepping back out of the room, she waited as Roon trudged slowly after her. “Hey, Squirt.” She snapped as soon as he joined her. “Whatever happened is now in the past. We have more problems, so I don’t need to see you wallowing in anything except getting ready for whatever’s coming at us next.”
“I killed someone, Brodia.” The boy sounded like a love-lost suitor begging for another chance.
“Yes, you did. What happened?” Her voice sounded harsher than she wanted.
She listened as he described the battle. Though she was proud of her student, it didn’t boost her spirits. “So, the lifting hand surprised him. You did well, Squirt. He’d have killed you otherwise.” She sensed the triple ripple through her d’dec; Zenii called for them to meet him. “We must meet Zenii in our room.”
On the way, Roon continued sounding sorry for himself, saying, “I didn’t mean to kill him. The surgeon said he ran out of blood.”
“It’s in the past now. We have to think of what’s next.” She strode along the corridors, favoring her foot slightly. When she turned into the hallway to their room, she added, “We’re at war, so there’s no time for mourning or sadness.”
Inside the room, she saw a palace guard with Zenii. On the floor, the dead guard remained with the sword still impaled in his chest. But now, someone had cut away his uniform from around the sword.
“Thank you,” Zenii said to the living guard as she approached. After the guard left, Zenii signaled for them to close the door. “A magic spearpoint killed the guard,” Zenii said. “Look at this wound.”
Brodia looked closer at where the sword entered the dead guard’s chest. She saw the small hole half an inch from the blade. “The apprentice?” she stated as much as asked.
“I assume so. Well, master Roon, it would seem your apprentice killed not only a young girl but also a guard. And he would have killed you if he could.”
“Yes, Zenii.” 
Roon still sounded glum, so she kicked him in his shin. “Enough!” she snapped.
“Brodia has much more reason for sadness, master Roon,” Zenii said. “She lost her loved ones today, killed by the Gray Wizard. This is a war where we must be ready to kill the enemy.”
Roon lifted his shoulders, glancing at her for a second. She could almost see him decide to get on. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, Zenii.”
“Now. We have a much bigger problem than any of this,” Zenii continued. “I had the replica on me at the court, hoping to get the count to try and take it. I left the real riding crop here in the room. The apprentice came here to steal the count’s riding crop. I did not see it on his body. Did you see it, Roon?”
“No, Zenii. But I saw a beggar boy limping away when I found the apprentice. I didn’t recognize him, but maybe Jisana did.”
“Ask her. Afterward, find us at the chancellor’s office.”
As soon as Roon left, she followed Preem to the chancellor’s office. Preem marched with a determined stride while she limped, trying to ignore the pain in her foot at each step.
At the chancellor’s office, she listened as Preem explained the situation. He wanted a platoon to blockade the count’s residence; the chancellor agreed but wanted the king’s blessing first. They decided to call an emergency council meeting. As they talked, Roon entered to tell them that Jisana said the beggar running away looked like a boy named Nip. Preem ordered Roon to go with Jisana to the count’s house to stop Nip if they saw him trying to enter that house. The chancellor changed his mind, agreeing to send that patrol to help them, saying he was sure King Attim would approve it.
“Go now, master Roon. The platoon will catch up with you at the count’s house,” Preem instructed. “Be careful. Stay out of sight unless you see this Nip boy.” Roon left to find Jisana.
As Zenii relayed these instructions, Brodia thought through all the events that happened while she was flying back. Something was missing, something important. She played the moves in her head until she saw the hole.
“Zenii. We only know of three d’decs for Harpin. The Gray Wizard’s, the riding crop, and the one on the dead apprentice. It means the count doesn’t have access to magic until he gets his mastyon back.”
Zenii thought for just a moment. “That’s why he left so quickly.” He stood to pace the room. “I must attack before this beggar Nip can give him back his riding crop. I go now!”
“No!” Brodia snapped. “It can’t be you. We don’t know for sure if he is helpless. He could have another d’dec we don’t know about, or he could have his mastyon back,” she explained as Zenii shook his head. Chancellor Plov looked on, reduced to a spectator. “If he is unarmed, I can kill him as easily as you can. But if he has a d’dec, it’s better to lose me than to suffer the loss of our grand wizard.” 
Zenii still shook his head. “Don’t,” was all he could say.
“You know I’m right. In nanuj, we sacrifice a lesser piece.” She stared at Zenii, who looked sad. “You know this is the right way for the realm.” She watched his face, feeling indifferent to his struggles. She knew she was right. “Zenii?” she finally asked.
“Go, Brodia. Show no mercy! But remember the fox and the dog.”
“Yes, Zenii.” She hobbled out of the Palace as quickly as possible, taking to the air the moment she was outside.
This could be her end, but she felt alright about it. She’d show Quon no mercy until that end came.
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Whole Again



As Etin pushed him down the abbey’s central aisle, Quon told him to walk faster. “We must be away from here as quickly as we can.” Before he reached the end of the abbey, other Otanic nobles from the Royal Court, passed Quon. The king must have ended the proceedings just after he left. Quon asked a passing baron why the court concluded early. He said the king received a message and immediately ended the court. 
“Where you not there, my lord?” the Baron asked. Quon mumbled something about needing fresh air because of his illness. It satisfied the baron, who walked out to order his carriage.
In moments, many other nobles passed Quon. Outside, he had to wait for his carriage, as the other nobles from Otanic received preferential treatment. Unable to change events, Quon settled in his wheeled chair. He remained in critical danger for as long as he was in the King’s Keep, so he kept his mind alert to the use of any magic nearby. He searched around the open areas. There wasn’t much he could do if Preem or even Brodia came for him. By the Gods, even that one-armed runt could kill him.
Finally, his carriage, pulled by two grays, stopped in front so Etin could lift him into his seat. After climbing in behind him, Etin slapped the window frame to start the carriage. Outside the Keep, the going was interminably slow as all the nobles meandered down Royal Street to their various residences. Quon was still far from safe.
“Take me to a tavern, one of the worse,” Quon instructed. Etin stared at him in disbelief for a second. “You heard me clearly, Etin. I must hide for a while.”
“Aye, my lord.” Etin leaned out the window to instruct the driver to turn right at the next street.
Once the carriage turned, it picked up speed as the horses broke into a trot. Quon leaned back, letting the carriage jostle him along the cobbled street. At least he would not be where Preem expected him to be. It was all he could do until Alom brought his wand. Quon would stay at the tavern while Etin summoned Alom to join him.
“Outta the way ya fool boy!” Quon heard the driver yell. He leaned his head outside the window in time to see a boy scamper to the side of the street. It was Nip.
“Stop the carriage,” Quon called out. Then he called out. “Come here, Nip.”
Etin opened the carriage door so a desolate Nip could climb inside. His tentative glances at Quon revealed his guilty feelings as clearly as if they’d caught him with fresh blood on his hands. Nip sat opposite the count. Etin looked none too pleased to have this urchin in the carriage with his lordship.
“Where’s Alom?” Quon asked as soon as Nip sat.
“Don’ts knows fa sure, m’lord. Last I’s saws was him wivs tha Runt ins tha tunnels.”
Quon ordered the boy to tell him what had happened. Nip described how Alom returned from the Palace. Wizard Preem’s runt apprentice found them. Alom told Nip to leave while he talked to the Runt. Nip said he watched from a short distance. Alom said some things to the Runt, but then Alom jumped into the wall, cutting his leg badly. After that, Nip ran away. “He’s weren’t moving much,” Nip said at the end, “I’s thinks him deads, m’lord.”
“Why did Alom tell you to leave?”
“I’s don’ts knows, m’lord.”
Quon saw Nip’s eyes shift on that last question. The boy was lying. Alom told Quon before that Nip thought of him as a friend. Beggars must be brave, at least those who survived a year or more on the streets. “I know Alom’s your friend, so you would not leave him unless he convinced you. I know you’re too brave to leave your friend, Nip. So, what did he say?”
Nip hesitated before giving his answer. “He’s told me’s ta gives ya some’ing, m’lord.” Quon saw in Nip’s face that this was the truth. He asked the boy where it was. Nip took a few seconds before answering, “I’s left it’s somwheres safe, m’lord.”
Quon saw the boy’s eyes shift again. “What is it, exactly?”
“A sticks wivs leather and boney end, m’lord.” As impossible as that sounded, it was the truth. So, Alom had found his mastyon? But Nip’s claim he’d left it somewhere was a lie.
Quon reached out his mind to search the boy sitting nervously opposite him. There, under his grubby jerkin was his d’dec. He was so pleased he didn’t lose his temper with this urchin trying to squeeze more money from him.
“Nip. Lying to me isn’t good. I’ve killed many men for much less,” he said in slow, careful words. No matter what, he was safe from Preem now. Nip needed to tell him the truth while he rewarded him. That way, he could still have his spy network. “Now, where is this thing Alom gave you?”
Nip opened his mouth to say something. It was probably another lie. But then the boy closed his mouth before opening his jerkin, revealing the riding crop. How could this be? Quon thought. How could it be here and with Grand Wizard Preem? Quon smiled as Nip placed the mastyon in its rightful owner’s hand. Quon turned the crop over, feeling the familiar pattern of the handle. He lit the d’dec for a second. Perfect!
“Thank you, master Nip.” He pulled out his purse to heft its weight before handing it to Nip. “Never lie to me again. For if you do, I will pull each of your arms and legs off as if you were a fly.” Nip hung his head, afraid for his life. “Now, master Nip,” Quon said to change the subject. “I am sure you would like to avenge Alom, as do I.” Nip nodded. “Come to my house before sundown to show me the way into the tunnels.”
“There be’s a way’s in from tha Crossed Keys, m’lord.”
“Good. Show it to me later. Be off with you now, and remember what I said.”
The beggar boy climbed down from the carriage.
“I’ve changed my mind, Etin. Take me back to the house.”
Later, sitting quietly inside his study, Quon held his mastyon. He hadn’t realized how much he missed it. It was a part of him, and never again would he allow someone to take it from him.
As he sat admiring the workmanship of the bone handle, he noticed the two new grooves in the end. It was part of the mystery of how there could be two riding crops. But now, he had to face the reality that Alom may be lost to him. The boy was his best hope for a good apprentice. He wasn’t the strongest; that honor went to the mad Yarin. Nor was he the best trained; that distinction went to the coward Lihan. But he was most likely to become a grand wizard one day. Quon allowed himself several minutes to mourn the loss of his young apprentice. He would avenge his death in a way only the greatest wizard could.
Quon activated his d’dec before pulling himself to the small table. He magically pulled out a map of the King’s Keep to study before tomorrow’s big day.
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Failed Gambit



As Brodia flew over the top of the Keep’s curtain wall, she saw the sharp shadows of the midafternoon sun shining from a cloudless sky behind her. She swung her lifting hand south of Royal Street, keeping it low above the rooftops. As she raced along, she scanned for any d’decs ahead. To her left was Roon’s as he walked toward the count’s residence. But, more importantly, she detected nothing ahead of her. Brodia still felt detached, as if her feelings were trapped in Widemouth.
Approaching North Street, which ran past the count’s residence, she moved further south, wanting to come at the house from an unexpected direction. On a side street, she dissolved her lifting hand. Peeking around the corner, up the slight incline of North Street, she saw the distinctive shingle of the Crossed Keys tavern fifty feet away.
Taking off her brown leather coat and pear-green beret, she left them at the corner before walking up the street. She’d be a fox for now, approaching the house cautiously, though she struggled to care much about what happened in the next hand.
She spotted a small pile of round horse dung along the carriage way beside the house. Wisps of steam drifted above it, telling her a horse had passed minutes ago. In Roon’s description of rescuing Jisana, he mentioned entering the house through the cellar. She saw the three windows behind the small bushes lining the side of the residence.
But was Quon there? Peeking around the corner at the back, Brodia spied the grooms brushing the large grays. The carriage was parked in the carriage house, waiting for its next mission. It meant the bastard was home.
Back at the windows, she found them locked. Brodia was still playing the part of the fox. Using magic could alert the count. As quietly as she could, she broke one of the windows, cursing the sound of the glass pieces as they shattered on the stone floor of the cellar. She climbed in quickly.
Seconds after her feet crunched on the glass-strewn floor, she heard heavy footsteps coming down wooden steps into the cellar. She backed up, going deeper into the cellar as a man rounded the corner, clumping down the last steps to the cellar floor.
“What’re you doing here?” he demanded. The man was big, wearing a leather jerkin. A sword hung from his left hip. 
She doubted he would be accommodating about the count’s location, but she could try. “I’m here to give a message to the count.”
“No you ain’t, little lady. How’d you get in here?” He looked at the broken window before pulling his sword. Brodia backed up until the wall stopped her. “Come with me,” he said. She shook her head, needing him to come deeper into the cellar. Brodia kept her hands away from her body as if surrendering. The heavyset man walked confidently toward her, saying, “Come with me or die here.” 
Her spearpoint through his heart ended the discussion abruptly. His body was heavy, but she dragged it to the corner before covering it with a dusty rug she found. She was still positioning the rug when she heard more footsteps on the wooden stairs. A small boy appeared; he couldn’t be older than three. A woman followed in a gray dress. The woman stopped at the bottom of the steps, clutching the shoulder of her toddler son. 
“Who are you?” she asked Brodia in an Otanic accent.
Brodia moved away from the rug-covered heap. The dead man’s sword lay on the floor in plain sight; the woman’s eyes drifted to it. When the woman turned as if to run away, Brodia called out, “Don’t. I’ll not harm you or your son.” The woman turned back. “I’m the Green Wizard,” Brodia said impulsively. She was already taking so many risks, what did it matter if she took another?
The woman shook her head, not believing her. So, Brodia went to the rug pile to uncover the dead body. “Was he from Otanic?” she asked. The woman shook her head. Good. “Well, he’s too big for me to kill except by magic.” Brodia saw the woman’s face transform into an expression of wonder. “What’s your name?”
“Marlia,” she replied, still holding onto her son’s shoulder. The boy must have realized something was amiss because he remained quiet, clutching the folds of his mother’s dress. 
“Good. Now, Marlia, where is the Count of Broditch?” Brodia asked. “What room does he spend his time in?” Marlia shook her head. “Are you loyal to your king?” Marlia nodded. “The count is an enemy wizard plotting to kill King Attim. I need your help to stop him.”
Marlia only thought for a moment before responding. “Bottom floor, his library. It has a black scroll painted on the door.”
“Thank you.” Brodia glanced at the little boy standing in his Ma’s protection. “What’s your son's name?”
“Slipen,” the mother replied. Ipen! The name was similar to Ipen’s. It wrenched at Brodia’s heart as tears welled in her eyes. Ipen. She’d failed him. The pain flooded in, causing her to sink to the stone floor.
Images of Ma poured into her mind. She missed her, the only person who would forgive her for anything she did. The only person she never owed a return favor to. Of course, Brodia had missed her this last year, but now the sense of missing was profound because she would never see her again. Brodia let her loss flow over her like sea waves.
“Are you alright?” Marlia said. She had walked across to where Brodia sat, crying quietly. Brodia felt her hand on her shoulder.
Brodia’s heart restarted like a newborn’s. She cared again. “Your son’s name is like my little brother’s. He was killed by Harpin’s wizards today.” Brodia let the pain soak through her. She looked at Marlia. “Thank you.” Of course, Marlia had no idea why the Green Wizard was thanking her. “You should pack your clothes and take your son away from here. This house will be dangerous soon.”
Brodia used her snake-shaped tarner to push herself back to her feet. She warned Marlia again. It was time to complete her mission as a whole woman again. 
After creeping up the wooden stairs, she glanced along the corridor toward the back of the house. She saw the entrance to the kitchen with the sounds of servants using pots. It would be time for dinner soon. But for Brodia, it was time to become the dog. 
To her left, the corridor led to the front of the house and Quon’s library. Striding along the deserted corridor, she checked each door. There it was, an oak door with a black scroll painted on it. She took a deep breath before scanning the room. Nothing. Then she detected someone engaging a d’dec. She dropped her scan.
Count Quon wasn’t defenseless. Has he detected me? She backed away from the door, waiting for the spearpoints to fly at her, not daring to take her eyes off that oak door. She backed to the stairs, then rushed into the cellar. From here, she carefully scanned the count’s location again. There was the d’dec; she hadn’t imagined it. The basement was empty; Marlia had left. Brodia hoped she got out with her son quickly. But she could do no more for them. 
She climbed through the broken window before jogging to retrieve her coat and beret. Then she flew fast for Royal Street. She had to warn Roon before she reported back to Zenii that it was too late.
She should have felt disappointed. But she didn’t. It was as if she’d tried a move in nanuj that the opponent countered. They’d have to find another tactic. As she flew to find Roon, Brodia realized she had been prepared to toss away her life because she had lost her sense of direction. It was yet another vital lesson for the future. Brodia still believed they could win this game.
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 Roon the Crusher



He hurried along Royal Street, away from the King’s Keep; Jisana easily kept pace. It was a critical mission, giving Roon a calm sense of duty. Had it really been less than a year since Zenii selected him? He had just killed the enemy’s apprentice, someone equivalent to himself. That the man deserved it wasn’t in doubt. But it meant that Roon was now a killer. He glanced at Jisana in her grimy blue dress. The determined expression on her face encouraged him in a strange way he couldn’t explain.
“Do you think I was right to kill the apprentice?” he asked her.
“We’re at war, aren’t we?” she replied. “The street folk sometimes kill to keep their spot. That’s all you did. You killed to protect your spot; only that spot is Otanic.” She paused before adding, “Better him than you. I’m glad you killed the bastard; he intended to kill me. Nip can die too. He’ll get no mercy from me.”
Roon realized she was right about one thing. It was better the apprentice died than Roon, Jisana, or anyone else from Otanic. He walked on more determined, finally comfortable.
The late sun shone down on the road from behind him, creating a shadow as long as his height. The shadow wobbled as it passed over the uneven cobblestone road. As he approached the end of Royal Street, he heard Brodia call out from behind him. He turned to see her land her lifting hand.
“Squirt, the count has his mastyon again,” she said once she stood. “Nip must’ve been too quick.” Roon asked if he should return to the Palace. She shook her head. “Stay outside his house but stay hidden. When the patrol arrives to relieve you, you should search for a way into his house from the tunnels.”
Good, his mission had changed, but it was still a mission. “And if I find Nip?”
“We want the bastard,” she replied firmly. “But the count’s dangerous. Don’t do magic around his house because he’ll sense it.” He nodded his understanding. Then she asked, “Are you still upset about that apprentice dying?”
Roon didn’t want another kick in the shin, so he smiled, saying, “Better him than me.”
“Good. Now I must let Zenii know about Quon.” With that, she rose to fly high and fast back toward the King’s Keep. 
Roon started walking, but slower this time. Jisana hooked her hand inside his useless left arm. “You’re the big brother I never had,” she said.
At the end of Royal Street, Roon headed south on North Street. Two hundred feet ahead, he saw the bright red shingle of the Crossed Keys; the count’s residence was on the far side of the tavern.
Slowing down, he ambled along in the shadows of the houses across the street, keeping his eyes on the count’s front door. The road was quiet, with just a few folks walking up or down. He saw no beggars moving about. Opposite the count’s front door, he stepped back to the wall of a house, leaning his back against its wall.
“We can wait here. Do you see Nip?” he asked Jisana, who leaned against the wall beside him.
“No. It’s not easy to watch the street from here. I’ll sit outside that tavern.”
“Be careful. I don’t want them seeing us.” But before half the words were out of his mouth, Jisana strolled across the street. She sat at the base of the tavern’s steps, taking out her begging bowl.
Ten minutes passed with no change; then, he heard the unique sound of marching men. The cadence reverberated off the buildings. A few seconds later, he saw six men from the King’s Guard come around the corner from Royal Street, marching along the center of the street. He watched them swing their arms in rigid harmony until they were opposite the count’s house.
The man in front with the fancy epaulet called a halt. He walked up to the count’s front door. After pounding on the door and demanding it open in the king’s name, the officer handed an off-white letter to the man beyond the door. Then he marched back to his men.
Roon saw all this from the shadows. On the other side, Jisana acted as if nothing was happening. When a woman stepped out of the tavern’s door, she reached up her bowl, but the woman ignored her. Roon smiled at how easily his friend disappeared in plain sight; a beggar’s clothes made a great disguise.
The officer dispersed his men around the count’s house. It was time for Roon to introduce himself. “Captain, I’ve been sent to make sure Nip doesn’t get into the count’s house,” he said as he approached the slim officer.
The man studied him. Based on his expression, he wasn’t too impressed. “It’s major, son. And the count is under house arrest. No one goes in or out.”
“I’m sorry, Major.” Roon made a mental note to learn the military insignia. One of the King’s Guards was striding to the tavern, waving his arm to shoo Jisana away. “Excuse me, Major. That beggar girl is with me. We are both a part of Grand Wizard Preem’s group.”
The major stared at him as if seeing him anew. His eyes drifted to the useless arm strapped across Roon’s chest. “Laalin, let the girl stay,” the officer bellowed over the top of Roon’s head.
“So, if a beggar boy tries to enter the house, sir?” he asked the major deferentially. The officer told him that his men would arrest any such beggar. It meant that Roon’s task at the count’s residence was over. Still, he wanted to warn about Harpin’s grand wizard. “Be careful, sir,” he said. “The count is a powerful man.”
“That may be true in Harpin, young man, but he hasn’t met the King’s Guard,” the major replied. “Harpin’s nobility don’t have any authority here.”
“He has other powers,” Roon said. “If he comes out, you should send a runner back to the Palace.”
The officer gazed at him like he had two extra arms. “You should watch what you say,” he said with a snarl. “I should have you reported for insulting the guard.” The officer turned his back, so Roon left.
Roon walked back up the street toward the tavern. As he went past Jisana, he signaled her to join him. When she reached his side, he whispered, “The stupid soldiers have the front door covered, though I pray the count stays indoors. Are there any tunnel entrances to the count’s house?”
“Perhaps. It’s not my part of the city,” she replied. “But if not into the count’s house, then there is one into the Crossed Keys. All the taverns I know have an entrance in their cellar.”
“Do you know a way down from near here?” But she shook her head.
After a moment, she said, “Follow me. I know someone by the North Gate who does.”
With a final glance back, Roon followed Jisana as she walked briskly north, up the slight incline. 
It took five minutes to reach the North Gate, where he saw two city guards lounging inside the portcullis. Jisana asked him to wait while she walked ahead. At first, he hadn’t noticed, but now he saw a girl sitting in the shadows directly under the portcullis with its deadly points facing the ground. It wasn’t a place he’d choose to stay. As Jisana approached the beggar girl, he observed she only had one foot protruding from under her dress.
He waited as Jisana squatted beside the girl. The two guards seemed indifferent. After a moment, Jisana stood as the other girl rolled onto her knees to stand, using a thick stick to help her. She stood on one leg. Jisana came back, with the raggedly looking girl hopping deftly behind her. The new girl was taller than Jisana, around his height. Her dress appeared gray, with a few tears revealing a dirty white lining. Her hair hung in black ringlets that bounced as she hopped.
Jisana reached him first, waiting for the girl to catch up. “Squirt, this is Kimia. She knows the tunnels around here.”
“Hi,” he said to the girl who stared at his useless arm. Her rude behavior surprised him. Didn’t she care if people stared at her missing leg? “I guess we have some things in common,” he said to snap her out from gawking at him.
“Might be we’s do,” she responded in a high-pitched voice. “What’s ya paying? Jis promised halfs a crown ta takes ya inta them tunnels.” Roon nodded, though he would have paid her more. “Is that’s alls ya wants then?”
“If I need anything else, I’ll pay you extra,” he said enthusiastically, hoping to get on the hopping girl’s good side. Jisana snapped her head around to look at him. He just shrugged, confused by her sudden reaction.
“This aways, then.” Pleased by the chance for more money, Kimia set off, hopping toward an alley lost in the shadows.
Roon followed with Jisana, whose expression had turned sour. Walking beside her, he whispered, “What?”
“You’re a fool if you don’t know,” she replied cryptically, shaking her head.
Kimia took them down a flight of steps to a dark cellar. Jisana found two torches on the wall for lighting and lifted both out of their cradles, handing one to him. Soon Kimia was bouncing down a tight spiral staircase. He was impressed with how she kept to the spiral’s outside without ever coming close to stumbling.
Once he was through the short door at the bottom, he was in the familiar tunnels. It looked the same here as it did by the Palace. Roon wondered how the beggars knew their way. It would be easy to get hopelessly lost under the city.
As she hopped along, Kimia asked him, “What’s happens ta ya arm there, Squirt?”
It was a question Roon had answered more times than he could remember. So, his answer came without thinking. “It’s never worked for as long as I can remember.” Then, being friendly, he asked about her leg.
“Ya wonders how longs it be?” she said. Then she stopped to face him. Without hesitation, she pulled up the front of her dress. He saw that her pale left leg ended just above where her knee should be. He also noticed that she wore nothing else under the dress. Embarrassed, he spun away. “Many mens wonders if its all works like normal. Ya’s can sees, it be’s all there, Squirt.”
“That’s enough, Kimia,” Jisana said sternly. “He’s not interested in that.”
“Now me’s, I’s wonderings if he’s can do’s it’s with only one arms.”
When he heard her hopping again, he turned back. His face felt so hot, he was glad they could only see by the torchlight. He caught up to Jisana, who chuckled softly, “It’s your fault, Squirt. You shouldn’t have enticed her back there with talk of extra money.”
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Before she could embarrass him again, Roon asked, “Any other doors near here?” She shook her head. It meant there was no secret way in or out of the count’s residence. 
Checking the door, Roon was surprised to find it open. After reclosing the door, he took out half a crown from his purse to give to Kimia, along with his torch. “We can find our way back,” he said with a smile. “Thank you for your help. I hope I meet you again one day.” Even as the words left his lips and Jisana shook her head, he knew he had said too much.
“When ya wants to trys it, I’s at tha North Gate. Justs a crowns, ‘cause I’s likes ya.” With that, Kimia hopped off back the way they had come, the light from her torch making jumping shadows on the red bricks of the tunnel.
Roon sat cross-legged, leaning back against the wall, Jisana sat beside him. He waited for Kimia’s torch light to fade around the bend. “Is she usually like that?” he asked.
“Aye. She’s only the one leg, and as street folk, you either use your afflictions to gain something or you die,” she replied. “Kim’s a nice girl when you get to know her.”
“People don’t help beggars too much, do they?”
“If you wait for someone to give you a drink of water, you’ll die of thirst,” she said. It sounded like a mantra for beggars.
“I should put out the light in case Nip comes by. Are you afraid of the dark?”
“Not with you,” he heard her reply.
He formed an air-blocking shield that he pushed onto the top of Jisana’s torch. The flame died out, leaving an acrid smell. The black was total, leaving him unable to tell if his eyes were open or closed. After a minute, he felt Jisana’s hand rest on his left knee. “I’m here,” he whispered. “I don’t ever want you living on the streets again. Would you miss it?”
“I only miss living inside the Keep with my parents,” she said softly in her raspy voice. “Life for the street folks is so different.”
“I miss the days I lived at home, especially with Az. She never cared that I only had one arm. I loved being her hero, even if I wasn’t special.” In the tunnel’s blackness, Roon let his memory drift back to those days; recollections of laughing with his sister butted shoulders with images of boys bullying him on the streets. “Now I’m with a different family,” he said. “If I returned to my old family, I would miss my new family. I’ve been lucky to have two great families. Now I want you to have a second family that loves you.” Jisana didn’t respond, so they fell into a comfortable silence.
He lost track of time as he sat beside Jisana in the blackness. But eventually, he caught sight of a faint glow in the tunnel. “Do you see that?” he whispered.
“Aye.”
Slowly the light grew. It was coming from the south. He hoped Kimia wasn’t returning to make more fun of him. Soon he heard the sound of footsteps echoing along the tunnel. It was two feet. The glow began to flicker with a macabre shadow dancing along the wall in the distance. The light source was still around the bend. Anxious, he pulled his wand from his belt. The footsteps got louder, just the one set, he was sure.
Then a boy carrying a torch limped around the bend. The boy didn’t see them, but Roon had his gripping fist ready to snag the retch.
“It’s Nip.” Came Jisana’s faint voice as the boy got a little closer.
Roon clamped Nip in his magical fist. Nip gave a startled scream, dropping his torch, as Roon dragged the boy violently to him. He stood as Jisana ran to grab Nip’s torch, their only light.
Holding Nip a foot off the tunnel floor, Roon asked, “What’s your name, boy?”
“I’s ain’t saying.”
Roon squeezed, ignoring the yelp Nip let out. Then he pressed again, hearing Nip’s breath escape from his lungs. Roon loathed this boy who had put little Azaly, at risk. “What’s ya name?” he asked, adopting the street accent. “Can’t no ones hear ya down here.” He eased the pressure so the boy could reply. The boy said his name was Nip. “Well, Nip. Are ya scared of dying in these tunnels?”
“I’s ain’ts scared of death, Runt.”
“I bet ya scared of how, then.” Roon squeezed much harder, forcing all the air back out again. A piece of him didn’t care anymore. He killed Alom, who was doing his duty for Harpin. This urchin was a traitor. His gripping fist now covered Nip’s face, cutting off his cries. “Ya been helping the count. Haven’t ya?”
The floating boy squirmed as if to answer. Roon eased the pressure one last time, and Nip responded, “So whats if I’s has. He paids me good.”
Roon looked at Jisana, who was watching Nip closely. Roon didn’t want her to see this side of him, but Nip was the worst in his mind. “Blue Jay, do you want to lead us out?” he asked her.
“No,” Jisana replied, pushing Roon gently out of her way so she could stand in front of Nip. “I owes this grist.”
“I’s ain’ts scared of ya poke,” Nip said defiantly.
“Maybe not. You said before that you wanted to play with me. You told that boy, the one who’s with the count. Do you remember? ‘Cause I remember it well enough.” Jisana pulled out her knife, making Roon worry for this boy’s life. “I’s can plays wiv ya now,” she continued, dropping into her street talk. “I’s can make so ya can’t pokes no mores. Ya can be’s Nip tha neuter.” Jisana held the knife so its tip pointed at Nip’s crotch. “I’s thinks them other girls will thanks me.”
The boy squirmed as much as Roon’s gripping fist allowed. Roon almost laughed. Here he was, worried about Jisana thinking he was cruel when she wanted to castrate the beggar boy.
Then he saw a way to make this work. “Jisana, I can’t have you hurting him. We want to get the truth from him.”
“Can I’s have him after?”
“If he doesn’t tell us what we want to know, I’ll let you ‘play’ with him.” He flipped Nip over so he was supine, facing straight up. 
Jisana smiled at him before setting off. He trailed behind, pulling the floating Nip along. He followed Jisana to the right door. The spiral staircase was so tight that he couldn’t help Nip’s head hitting some stairs. At least, that’s the excuse he gave the beggar boy.
Up on the street by the North Gate, he found it was still daylight. They walked down North Street until they reached Royal Street. After floating Nip a short distance away so he couldn’t overhear him, Roon spoke to Jisana. “Blue, go stay with Azaly. I’ll come for you in a day or two when this mess is over.”
“I want to stay with you,” she said, keeping her voice low. “The Green Wizard said I could protect your back like you protect hers.”
Roon thought about telling her it was too dangerous but knew that wouldn’t work. He needed another excuse. So, he said, “I need someone with my family I can trust.” She shook her head defiantly. Finally, he compromised. “Just for tonight, you can come to the Palace to rejoin the team after breakfast.”
“Alright, Squirt,” she said, then grabbing the lapel of his jerkin, she added. “I like you, don’t get yourself hurt,” she whispered, running off before he could reply.
Smiling, he pulled the helpless beggar toward the Palace. Today he had come close to crushing someone. He didn’t like the feeling but was confident it was right. Zenii had taught him not to harm anyone until he knew it was justified. For the first time, he began to see the world as it must have appeared to his Zenii all those years ago when he became known as the Bone Crusher.
As he walked with Nip floating beside him, he thought of Jis. He liked the little girl and mouthed a silent prayer to Etado, the Goddess of giving, to keep her safe during the war about to burst inside the city.
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Preparations



Conveniently, someone had removed the chairs from around the council table, stacking them in the corner, so now they could move around the maps spread out on that table. Beside him, Brodia kept quiet as if in awe of the two generals. Preem understood; he’d felt the same when he first attended a council of war.
Across the table from him stood General Fenaton, Minister of Defense. He’d never lost a battle, making him a legend. The general was a blunt, straight-talking man who Preem deeply admired. Although he was more than sixty, he remained sturdy, with short gray hair and intense black eyes that could kill an argument with a single look. Fenaton had exchanged the gold of his bombastic uniform as general of the army for a minister's simple black and white robes, but this did nothing to lessen the dominance he always radiated.
Standing next to Fenaton was his antithesis. General Tam was young, not yet forty, lean, with long brown hair tied to look like a pony’s tail. He wore the uniform of an army general very well. The younger general used the conference table’s inlaid map to make his point about Harpin’s attacks on the villages north of River Forks.
General Fenaton agreed with Tam, saying, “I’m convinced Harpin intends these quick strikes to force our response. They cannot hold the land captured.”
“The Harpinians have attacked the villages along a path from the border to Kefnu,” General Tam remarked. He acted deferentially to the minister he served under for many years. “What do they gain from the distraction? Our garrisons can reach them within three days, or we can send a patrol from the city without weakening our defenses. It seems pointless, so I suspect another purpose,” the younger general concluded.
Preem saw Fenaton lift his eyes from the map to glance at Preem. Fenaton knew the answer but was letting him answer General Tam’s question. “It’s intended to get me away from the city so Harpin’s grand wizard can attack the royal family and probably the army's leadership too,” Preem said.
“And, Wizard Preem, it didn’t work. Because you remained while Brodia went to deal with the incursions each time,” Minister Fenaton said. “It was a wise adaptation, my lord.”
“We were lucky,” Preem countered.
“How do you think I won all those battles, my lord.” Fenaton was smiling at him. He smiled back but remembered those history lessons. The books never indicated any luck in the general’s decisive victory over Harpin fifteen years ago. That battle cost the life of Jastur, his Zenii’s first apprentice.
“The ploy failed,” Tam continued. “Yet Harpin continues the ruse. Why? It will only cost them more soldiers.”
“Lack of communication, General,” the Defense Minister sagely said. “These are old orders left in place despite our successful response to the earlier attempts to expose the king. I am not surprised by this. Wars always bring with them a murky confusion.”
General Fenaton signaled to his young general, who pulled out a detailed map of Kefnu to spread on the table. “Now, my lord,” the minister said to Preem. “You say the count has his wizard’s stone back.” Preem nodded, even though this wasn’t a question. “And you feel he is stronger than you?”
“Indeed, my lord. He can hide his wizard’s stone, a feat I haven’t learned yet. What’s more, I have detected power that is stronger than mine. Enough to pull down an elder’s stone house.”
“How do you propose we defeat this power?” General Fenaton asked.
It was the point where Preem didn’t have a good response. In truth, his best ideas were to do what wizards traditionally did, a frontal attack on a weaker wizard or an ambush when the enemy was more potent. “I only have traditional approaches. Ones that I’m certain the count is well prepared for, Minister. Perhaps there are tactics from the army that could serve us better.”
“When we face a superior force, we try diversions or faints to pull them into weaker positions where they cannot bring their full strength to bear.” The general paused as he studied the map. “The enemy has us in a difficult situation. If you leave the king’s side, the count can easily capture or kill our liege lord. But our king could easily die in the wizard’s battle if you stay by his side.”
The general had expressed the concern that plagued Preem for the past two days. “Is there a way to overcome the count’s advantage?” Preem asked.
“Normally, defending is safer than attacking when facing a superior enemy. However, this is when we should attack while they are still planning their offense. If we can attack before he is ready, we can keep King Attim away from the fight.”
Despite the criticality of the discussion, Preem continued to send out scans every few minutes to ensure no enemy d’decs were approaching. None were, though he did find Roon’s d’dec passing through the gateway into the Keep. His apprentice was using a large gripping fist. He leaned over, saying to Brodia, “Roon is approaching with something. Go see what it is.” She left quickly, still favoring her left foot. The generals stopped speaking as she left. “My second apprentice approaches with something in his control. I suspect it will yield news about the count, my lord,” he said to the minister.
“You are certain that Count Quon is Harpin’s grand wizard?” General Tam asked.
Many senior people had asked Preem this same question. He had doubted himself when he first suspected the crippled count. “Indeed, General. I see it in his eyes,” Preem replied as he stared directly into the eyes of the young general. “It takes a wizard to see a wizard.”
Brodia came in after tapping on the door. She whispered in his ear, “Roon has brought Nip, the beggar boy.”
He nodded, happy that Roon had found the traitor. “Gentlemen, my apprentice has captured the beggar boy, Nip, who was helping the count. Shall we bring him in to answer some questions?” he asked.
“Yes, but I suspect he’ll not say much,” Minister Fenaton said. “We will have to pressure him for a day to loosen his tongue.”
Preem disagreed though he said nothing. This boy, Nip, would have lived much of his life with one purpose: to live another day. He would be like the criminal Crem, who was loyal to himself only. Preem said to Brodia,  “Master Roon can bring him in.”
Five seconds later, Roon entered with a boy floating, face up, beside him. Preem formed a cocoon around Roon’s gripping fist before giving a slight nod. Roon released the boy into his care. Preem rotated Nip until he was upside down before swinging him over the table so the boy was eye-to-eye with him. He waited until the boy’s eyes met his. He saw the sudden fear show in the boy’s eyes.
“What is your name?” he asked, keeping his voice slow, calm, and menacing.
The boy wanted to resist; he could tell. So, he gave him a slight squeeze. Not too much, just enough to remind the boy who was in the room. “Me’s names is Nip,” the boy said at last.
“I’m sure you know how much trouble you’re in. You can live or die in the next few hands. But should you die, I will make sure it is painfully long. Do you understand?”
Nip was mute until another squeeze coaxed a response, “Aye, sirs!”
“We saw you in the tunnels with the count’s apprentice. What was he doing?” Preem asked. But Nip shook his head, claiming it wasn’t him. Then he cried out in pain as Preem squeezed the boy’s chest, forcing the gasp, and pushed a blunt point behind each knee. He’d heard this was excruciatingly painful. “Don’t be lying to me, master Nip. I can crush your head until your eyes pop out.”
“He goes inta tha Palace, but nots me, m’lord,” Nip blurted out desperately. “He comes outs wiv somes stick. Nothings worth a things.” Preem asked if the count’s apprentice gave the stick to him. 
Nip shook his head, not trusting his voice. This time the squeeze took in his head alone, making him gurgle as it must feel as if his brain was going to squirt out of his nose. Preem despised the boy who had already aided in the death of Brodia’s family and would have helped kill many others by the time this war was over. The kingdom of Otanic could fall because this boy aided its enemy.
So, it caused no anguish for Preem as he held the pressure for thirty seconds while Nip tried to thrash but couldn’t. When he released the magical force, Nip gasped for air, spittle running up his cheek.
“Well, master Nip, I await your answer,” Preem kept his voice calm.
“Aye, sirs. He’s gives its ta me,” Nip said after regaining his breath. He began crying then, the tears flowing up into his greasy hair. Preem ignored the tears, asking the boy where the stick was now. “Tha count tooks it from me’s. But I’s not means ta give it him. I’s swears its I’s does.”
“What happened?”
“I’s comes outa tha tunnel and was gonna brings its back ta me place, I’s swears it. Buts tha Counts finds me he does. Ins his carriage and takes its.”
Preem asked several more questions, asking Nip whether he saw the count or the apprentice doing any magic. It didn’t surprise him that the count did no magic before him. It didn’t change Preem’s mind that the count was the grand wizard. After all, Brodia had sensed his magic earlier.
“I have the information I needed, my lord,” he said to the minister. “Do you have any other questions for our reluctant guest?”
“Yes. Nip, how long did you work with the count?” Minister Fenaton asked. Preem turned Nip around to face the old general before giving a slight squeeze as a quick reminder.
“He’s finds me’s by tha gate when he arrives. Five days, m’lord.”
“What information did he want from you?”
“Stuffs abouts tha crusher and bitch, m’lord.” Preem smiled to himself, declining to punish the urchin for using Brodia’s common nickname.
“That’s all for me too, my lord. We will take this boy into custody to get a full story from him,” the minister said. Looking at Roon, he added,  “Apprentice Roon, would you call in the guard from outside.”
When the guard stepped in, Preem took the boy from the table, turning him upright.
“I didn’t check him for weapons,” Roon said.
“Very good, sir,” the guard said, leading the dirty boy away.
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Preem didn’t correct the minister. He hated using torture, even on such a creature as Nip. So, he kept his use of magic secret. Instead, he gave the general a slight nod, saying he could easily use people's fear of him.
“Does this stick change anything?” General Tam asked.
“It confirms what Wizard Brodia told me,” Preem replied. “That stick, or riding crop, is his mastyon, which gives him back his full powers. We should expect an attack here at the Palace. Their target remains the same, to eliminate Otanic’s wizards and leadership.”
“You say Count Quon is a stronger wizard?” the old general asked. Preem nodded. “Then we must plan accordingly,” the general continued. “What weaknesses can we exploit?”
The discussion revolved around Brodia’s experiences fighting against the Gray Wizard. She described him as a coward who sneaked around trying to attack from behind. However, Preem was certain the count wasn’t a coward, given his brazen visit to the Royal Court without a d’dec to protect himself.
Brodia gave a detailed account of how she defeated the Gray Wizard in Clovermouth, emphasizing the point when Roon threw things, causing the battle to change. Though she claimed she was lucky, Preem said their tenacity won in the end. This lack of fortitude was one of the enemy’s weaknesses, at least with the grand wizard’s apprentices. Roon said that Alom had fought without imagination.
Fenaton asked General Tam to lay out the Palace map. The young general pulled out a rolled paper scroll, placing it on the table. When they unfurled it, Preem laid his mastyon to hold one end. Brodia used her tarner to secure the other end. In front of him was a detailed layout of the Keep with the Palace at its center.
“You say that attacking from multiple directions gave you an advantage,” the minister said. Preem agreed. “Then we establish a defense based on that simple principle.” The general’s confidence gave Preem a sense of why General Fenaton’s men were so devoted to him.
Brodia jumped in, describing the attack in Widemouth. “My fight with the Gray Wizard was even,” she said. “He forced me to protect the villagers around me. But when the people threw stones at him, he couldn’t defend all sides, so he ran, but not before killing two brave villagers who fought against him.” 
So that’s what happened, Preem thought. He could see her resolve not to cry. He reached out to grip her hand. “Gentlemen, the two villagers Wizard Brodia mentions were her mother and brother.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Fenaton said. “It is a heavy price to pay.”
“We should attack the enemy from three sides, if possible,” Brodia said.
Preem watched as General Tam leaned over the map, studying it quickly. “We can form small pods of soldiers, placing them throughout the Palace grounds,” the general said, indicating several locations around the Royal Gardens. “Each pod is made up of three archers with three pikemen.”
Preem liked the idea. For once, the army was working with the wizards. All they needed was a common cause.
“And inside the Palace. I would suggest pods of three crossbowmen,” Minister Fenaton said. “They should not all fire at once; the tactic is to keep the enemy busy.” Fenaton looked at Preem as he asked, “Where will you place yourself?”
“We will stay by the king and queen. I will stay with his majesty while Wizard Brodia stays with Queen Thalia. I will also recommend that their highnesses move to different rooms in the Palace, so the count may attack the wrong location, giving himself away.”
“It is decided then. Tonight, we will locate six pods outside so that each pod can see the two pods nearest them. While inside the Palace, we will have five roving pods of three crossbowmen,” the minister announced. Preem liked the plan. It might make the fight even.
But the minister had more to say. “If the count doesn’t attack tonight, then tomorrow, we must take the battle to him. Surprise him.”
It started a long discussion on ways to ambush the count. Preem’s suggestion to attack him as he came to the Palace was rejected by Fenaton, who warned it would still leave the impetus with the count. The general rejected several other ideas, including one of his own, as they narrowed the approach to one that Preem liked. They would create a distraction in the street when they changed the guard outside. They would act as if the change was a faint covering a direct attack on the count’s residence. Meanwhile, Preem and Brodia would sneak into the cellar using the window Brodia previously broke.
Roon would remain with the royal family as a sentry during this battle. His job was to detect any magic near the king so his guardsmen could quickly hide him. The plan sounded good. At the very least, they would take the war to the enemy rather than wait. But it would only have a chance if the count held off from attacking tonight. It will be a long night, Preem thought.
“My lord, we will retire to our rooms to organize shifts through the night. Please send us word when the sleeping arrangements have been finalized for their highnesses.” He left the room with his apprentices following him. Once they were alone in the drawing room of the Two Towers, he asked Roon about the tunnels around the count’s residence.
“It’s where we found Nip, but there was no entrance to the count’s house,” Roon said. “At least that’s what Kimia assured me.”
“Kimia, Squirt?” Brodia laughed. “Another girl.”
“She was strange. All she talked about was sex, despite only having one leg.”
“Sounds like fun,” Brodia quipped.
“I thought we had something in common, both of us missing a limb. But it was terrifying,” Roon fired back. “I’d rather fight Alom again.” Brodia laughed.
“The good news is that Count Quon cannot escape his house through the tunnels,” Preem said. “We should get some warning from the guards outside if he does leave.”
Preem liked his apprentices’ calmness. As his apprentices rested by the fire, Preem instructed Brodia to send out a scan every few minutes. Then he closed his eyes to imagine how the count could attack tonight. But after a few seconds, his mind wandered to thoughts of wizardry.
Was he the first wizard to face such a threat? Although he was probably the first to battle another grand wizard, there must have been times when Otanic’s grand wizards faced a challenge that threatened their very life. There were legendary stories of wizards defeating Harpin to win independence. In those days, the wizard must have faced difficult odds. Preem imagined himself in their situation. These early Defenders of Vosj were his inspiration for tonight and tomorrow. He also remembered the wall painting in the ancient ruins of Ash’tin. Those two women used the d’dec to defeat Arrox. Were they the first wizards? He believed they must have faced tremendous difficulties learning magic as Arrox hunted them or the people they protected. 
As he sat there, he tried to absorb the brave spirits of those early wizards. Once again, a wizard of Otanic faced odds that should defeat them. When he opened his eyes, Preem felt the energy of Otanic’s wizards flowing through him. It was time to assign duties. “Now, for tonight. You will take the first watch with Roon,” he said to Brodia. “Roon will be with me. If you detect any magic, you signal master Roon so he can wake me. Each watch will be for four hands, starting at sundown.”
“Do you think he’ll attack tonight?” Brodia asked him.
“We must be prepared in case he does. But I believe he is confident in his superiority. That must be the weakness we turn against him.”
“Can we defeat him?” Roon asked.
Preem smiled at the question that had plagued him for the past week. “That question has no value, master Roon. We will do whatever we can. But the count has been a grand wizard for many more years than I have.”
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Vosj’s D’sur



Sitting cross-legged on a chair in the antechamber to the queen and princess’ bedrooms, Brodia had time to think during her first watch. Too much time, really. Sitting quietly opposite her was Lady Janu of Nortep, Princess Foliana’s Lady-in-Waiting. Lady Janu was full of energic optimism, a perfect match for the princess; her fair complexion, framed by black wavy hair, made for a pretty picture. Brodia was immensely jealous of her beauty. The biggest problem was that Lady Janu’s friendly demeanor made it impossible to dislike her for even a minute.
Lady Janu was the same age as Princess Foliana, making her Brodia’s senior by five years. Lady Janu had tried talking to Brodia, but Brodia wasn’t interested. Her short answers finally convinced Lady Janu to give up the attempt. So now, Brodia was free to think about her loved ones. She wouldn’t cry for them yet, though her eyes watered as she remembered baking bread with Ma in the kitchen.
Snapping her mind away from her sentimentality, Brodia made a single spearpoint, keeping it pointed at the stone floor. Lady Janu was reading, oblivious to the deadly power just feet from her. Brodia studied the perfect shape sitting in the air near her face.  She concentrated on changing its frequency. After ten seconds, it shimmered to a subtly new shape. Again, she changed it, taking another ten seconds to see the change. She continued to practice in frustration. Somehow Zenii could shift the frequency five times a second! Zenii called it the shimmering spearpoint, the mark of a grand wizard.
When the sand in the two-minute timer ran through, she sent out her scan for active d’decs. For a league around her, she only ‘saw’ the friendly d’decs next door. She turned the timer and returned to practicing. Nothing she tried reduced the ten seconds it took her. Preem had been brutally clear on this subject. It must be her discovery; he could not show her how to do it. He had called it a ‘rite of passage’ to becoming a grand wizard, saying it took him three years. It frustrated her because she could die in three days or even three hands.
“Aren’t you bored?” Lady Janu asked in her velvety soft voice.
It took her a second to register that someone had asked her a question. She pulled herself back from her practice as she dissolved the spearpoint. “No, ma’am. I’m too busy for that.”
“You can call me Janu, or even Lady Janu.”
Perhaps a conversation was better than these morbid thoughts or her fruitless practicing. Brodia asked her about the princess. Soon the conversation moved to magic and grand wizard Preem. Like so many others, Lady Janu feared him despite considering him a hero of the realm. It was all because of his ‘Bone Crusher’ nickname. Brodia considered it part of her duty to explain to these reluctant admirers that Preem didn’t deserve the nickname they gave him.
“Did I earn the nickname ‘Bitch Witch’?” Brodia asked at the end.
Lady Janu silently shook her head no. Satisfied that she’d made her point, Brodia sent out another scan. The area remained clear of Harpinian d’decs. Lady Janu left to join the princess in her bedroom, leaving Brodia alone with her thoughts.
She wanted to continue changing frequencies, but her mind churned with thoughts of tomorrow. She would go into battle with Preem at her side. She loved him without condition and believed he felt the same. She smiled, realizing she would die with him or save the kingdom. It meant she wouldn’t have to face life without Preem. Her biggest fear was losing him without knowing what had happened. She saw how much losing Sarn the Sage affected Preem. His old Zenii had disappeared without leaving a trace of what had happened to him.
Her duty was to protect Preem’s back in case the Gray Wizard joined the attack. But was that enough? Preem could execute the three-way split in a fraction of a second, giving him eight d’sur fists. What if Quon had mastered of the four-way split and sixteen fists? Brodia realized she should be attacking Quon, trying to overwhelm or distract him. In fact, she should start the attack, drawing the count’s spearpoints toward her so Preem could finish him. It would mean her life, but it would be worth it. Of course, she couldn’t discuss this with Preem as she already knew his response.
If she was to surprise the count, she needed a way to stop her d’dec as the count did. This was more useful than the shimmering spearpoint. What’s more, the Gray Wizard could do it, so it must be simpler than the shimmering spearpoint. Brodia leaned back in her chair to think about the problem. Her tarner rested across the chair’s arms. The d’sur waves drifted up through the floor like steam above a stream in winter’s coldest months. Since Preem couldn’t see these ground d’sur, she no longer mentioned them to him. 
But now, she was convinced her ability to see them was essential to dousing her d’dec. The trick, she surmised, was to stop the d’sur entering her d’dec. All around her, she saw the d’sur merging as they flowed into her d’dec. Could she form a barrier to block the underside of her d’dec?
With a clear target in mind, she went to work inside the dark cave of her d’dec, trying different grips on the imaginary stone inside. She tried rolling the stone, but she could only tilt it slightly. She had to keep stopping to send out her scan. It must have taken her an entire hand to rock the stone on its edge. It made no difference to the d’sur waves entering the stone. Maybe, she had to lift the stone, but this seemed impossible.
Finally, the clock struck midnight; it was the end of her shift. She had failed to find the technique. Suppressing her disappointment, she signaled Roon to wake up Zenii. Zenii’s responding ripple came back quickly; he must have been awake.
Lying on the thick rug in the queen’s antechamber, she struggled to fall asleep. Her mind swirled with competing thoughts about Preem and the upcoming battle with Quon. How could she initiate the attack without Preem realizing her intentions?
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She should begin practicing again. However, Brodia felt compelled to scan the area frequently. This was the time of night when people slept the soundest, making it the best time to launch a sneak attack. If Quon had such plans, it would be before the sun peeked over the eastern horizon.
For four hands, she scanned the area and stubbornly manipulated the imaginary stone to find the trick to stopping the d’sur waves. Repeatedly she pushed, tilted, or rocked the stone, keeping her mind calm as she waited for eight o’clock when she could wake Zenii.
Two hands before the end of her shift, she saw the room lighten as daylight crept under the door from the two bedrooms. The bell in the South Tower’s Hand Belry rang out twice to signal the official start of the day. Soon after the bell fell silent, a palace servant came in to set the chamber clock to zero hands or six o’clock.
Tired as she was, the light gave her new energy. A lifetime on a farm meant she rose with the sun; it was part of her being. She stopped practicing, deciding to keep scanning every twenty seconds, determined not to be caught unaware.
Two hands later, when the clock struck eight, she sent a single ripple to Roon’s d’dec. He sent two back to say he was coming to her. After stretching her muscles, she opened the door to the corridor. The two guards snapped to attention. Poking her head out, she saw Roon appear from the king’s apartment. He was looking around.
“Hurry up, Squirt,” she called out, ignoring the smirk on the guard’s face.
Roon reached her door. “Zenii sent me to get breakfast, he’s been awake for the last hand.”
“Go on then. Ripple me when you get back.” Roon hurried to complete his normal morning routine. She settled back down, sending a single pulse to Zenii. Then, two minutes later, she sent another with a different frequency. Zenii sent nothing back. All the time she waited for slow Roon to bring their breakfast, she sent a single ripple with a different frequency to Preem’s d’dec.
Finally, Roon rippled her three times to call her to join them for breakfast in the king’s antechamber. Roon spread bread, cheese, and olives on a small table beside Zenii’s chair. She sat on the floor by his right leg while Roon sat on the other side.
“Did your scans find anything, Zenii,” she asked as she waited for him to break his fast.
“Nothing for a hundred leagues he said. Unless you include some single ripples in different frequencies.”
“I was practicing, Zenii. Wondering if rippling each other in different frequencies would add to our communications.” She tried to sound casual, but his blessing was necessary.
“Indeed,” he replied. “That is an interesting idea. One that we can take up when this is behind us.”
He made it sound as if they were going on a short trip rather than facing the most powerful wizard in Vosj. She didn’t know if he felt as anxious as she, but his calmness helped quieten her soul. She smiled. Then Preem reached for some black olives so breakfast could begin.
Ten minutes later, they finished eating. It gave Brodia a chance to ask about stopping the d’dec from sending out d’sur waves. It was a touchy subject since she was the only one who saw the d’sur rising from Vosj itself. “Zenii,” she began, “I’ve been thinking about stopping the d’sur.”
“I have been working on this too,” Preem replied. “But I’ve only been able to block a portion of the waves, not enough to hide the d’dec.” Preem paused as Roon cleared away the table. “However, the technique is difficult, so I can’t imagine the Gray Wizard being good enough to use it. Not to mention the apprentice Alom being able to hide his d’dec too.”
“It’s what I thought too,” Brodia said. She waited as Roon left with the breakfast plates. Now she was alone with Preem. “I believe the technique might lie with stopping the d’sur from entering the d’dec.” Preem was uncertain, shaking his head. So, she continued to explain her idea. “I see the d’sur rising from the floor as it diverts toward our d’decs, like the stream redirected to the miller’s wheel.”
“Are you sure these d’sur waves you see aren’t in your imagination?”
“I can see them sweeping toward your d’dec. More go to your d’dec than to mine,” she said, wondering what she could say to convince him. “Once before, you doubted me,” she reminded him. “Then it was about edible mushrooms. Do you remember that time in the Barren’s foothills?”
“Indeed,” Preem said, his voice sad.
Surprised, she gazed into his eyes and saw the sadness. “What, do you think me mad?” He shook his head no. “But you do think I’m dreaming about these waves.”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Am I deficient somehow, or are you seeing something that isn’t there?”
“Or is this something a woman can see when a man can’t,” she said. “Is it a gift from Amira?” Brodia stopped, realizing she sounded like the Gods had blessed her in a particular way. She didn’t feel this at all. “I’m sorry, Zenii. I didn’t mean it like that. I meant that we see some things differently than men do. As mothers, we feel a bond with our children. It’s why a child will always find forgiveness from their mother.”
Preem didn’t say anything for a while. When he broke the silence, he said, “Maybe you’re right, my love. If you are, you can find this technique, so we can all use it to defeat the wizard. You should keep practicing.”
She stood, but before wrapping her arms around him in thanks, she heard a door open. It was Crown Prince Hopeg leaving his room, dressed in a dark-blue robe with two horses embroidered in white. She turned to curtsy as Zenii bowed beside her.
The fair-haired prince held up his hand to stop them. “Good morning. Any news of our enemies, my lord?”
“None, your Highness,” Preem responded.
“Good.” Prince Hopeg said before adding. “I did not mean to interrupt your conversation; please continue.”
“We finished, sire. Wizard Brodia will rejoin the queen now.”
Taking her direction, she curtsied before leaving. She waited at the door to the queen’s apartment as the guard gave a special knock of two short raps repeated twice. The door opened a little, and she saw Lady Janu’s beautiful face. “Come in, Wizard Brodia.”
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A Hard Lesson



In the count’s cellar, Lihan magically pushed aside boxes and small barrels accumulated over the years, exposing a section of white-painted wall. Moving the hoarded detritus exposed rat dropping, a couple of tiny skeletons, and mysterious gritty dirt; things Lihan wanted nothing to do with. Unlike Yarin or Alom, the count hadn’t rescued him from Harpin City’s streets. He came from a loving family in Riverend village, in the eastern part of Harpin.
When he returned from Widemouth in the middle of the night, he told Zenii he had killed Brodia’s mother. But his teacher wasn’t impressed, saying the plan required a hostage, not a body. So Lihan had failed again. Whereas, Alom had succeeded despite losing his life. This menial task was beneath Lihan, but Zenii said it was his punishment. 
The final strand in the hangman’s noose was that the count had found himself exposed to Grand Wizard Preem’s close attention, with no means of defense. The one good outcome was the return of Zenii’s mastyon, which restored him to full power.
Sad at Alom’s death, Lihan should tread lightly around the count until they fulfilled today's plan. Zenii’s anger reignited Lihan’s thoughts of escape. His magic meant he was one of the strongest men in the six kingdoms, but he owed allegiance to the most powerful man. That man was a cripple who held a grudge against everyone walking on two legs. But escaping from the Count of Broditch was more than a challenge; it was a mission with little chance of success and a terrible death if it failed.
Lihan’s trip to Lowmouth last year revealed an area where he could start such a disappearance. People must live south or east of Lowmouth. Lihan only needed to find a village where the local people would accept a stranger with few questions asked. Of course, it would mean not using magic until he heard the count was dead from age or disease.
After studying the blank wall, he used a piece of coal to mark a six-foot wide arch that was three feet high. In front of this arch, he placed an old rickety chair to sit on. It was time to create Quon’s escape hole.
Using a broad but thin magical cutting edge, he scored around the small stone block at the top of his inscribed arch, exposing the old crumbly mortar. Each pass dug deeper as a layer of light-gray grit covered the rat droppings. Lihan removed the mortar from under the block first until he was through to the other side. Now he could slide a lifting hand through the gap to support the stone while he worked on the mortar around the remaining sides of the block. He went slowly, quietly, with no idea what was on the other side of this wall. All he knew was it led into the Crossed Keys tavern. Creating an escape route for the count was part of the count’s mysterious fourth plan. The count wouldn't need this hole if Nip returned to lead them into the tunnels under the city.
Soon he had the stone block free of its mortar, so it rested on his lifting hand. Now was the delicate part of sliding it out of the wall softly, hoping no one was watching with curiosity on the other side. The stone came out silently, revealing a dark hole in its place. After placing the block on the floor, Lihan flew his torch slowly through the hole. He found a wooden surface.
Satisfied that no one could detect his work from the other side, he removed the remaining blocks to form the hole. After the first block, he only took another hand to create a hole big enough for men to crawl through.
As the blocks came away, the wood on the other side came into clearer perspective. Soon Lihan was gazing happily at the back of a large barrel lying on its side. This dark room in the tavern must be the cellar. He sat for a minute staring at the barrel before forming a lifting hand to test the weight of the barrel. It was easy enough for him to lift, revealing sloshing sounds from the half-empty barrel of wine. He’d have no issues moving it when Zenii was ready to leave. Meanwhile, it hid his hole. For once, something went better than he expected, which was a good omen for the rest of today.
Pulling his torch back through the hole, a flash of reflected light caught his attention. Lying on the cellar floor near the end was a sword. He wondered why someone would leave a rapier on the floor; they were not cheap weapons. Still, it wasn’t his concern.
Before getting up to report to the count, he took a moment to steel his nerves. He would have to kill today, while the enemy could kill or wound him in return. Until he found a hiding place, he must use his chances to get back into the count’s good books.
The one good thing about today was the chance to rid himself of that Bitch Witch who continued to plague his dreams. He formed four spearpoints to settle his nerves, dancing them in front of his face like four fish. After a few seconds, he dissolved the fish. It was time to report success to Zenii, who should be waiting for him in the study.
“Is it done?” Count Quon asked as soon as Lihan closed the door. Lihan replied that it was big enough to float through, assuring the count that tavern workers couldn’t see it from the other side because it was behind a large barrel. But the count wasn’t convinced. “Take me to the cellar. Let me inspect this hole of yours.”
Lihan resisted the temptation to argue that the count should trust him about it being a good hole. Instead, he wheeled the count in his chair out from the study. Count Quon floated through the hole inside the cellar to look around the tavern’s basement. Back in the room, he lowered himself back into his chair, saying, “It’s adequate.” Count Quon paused before cynically asking, “It’s good to find a task you can accomplish for your Zenii. Is it not?”
As Lihan thought of a neutral response, he saw the count form sixteen d’sur fists in the blink of an eye. They swarmed toward Lihan. Instinctively he created a shield, but they passed through it, pinning him  back against a brick wall, a foot above the floor. One fist locked his head in a vice, while four more held his wrists and ankles, stretching out his limbs. Others locked around his chest or other parts of his body. He saw the count magically pick up the sword before pointing it at his eyes. Never had he seen such raw power from his Zenii. He was staring at death without any chance of saving himself.
“You’ve been a disappointment, master Lihan,” the count said softly. “So, I feel it’s time to remind you who your Zenii is.”
Lihan felt the gripping fists pull each of his limbs. He screamed, but the count had blocked his voice. The fists pulled harder. Lihan couldn’t even squirm. Then the d’sur fist around his head tightened as it lifted, stretching his neck bones.
“Death like this will be far worse than death at the hands of the enemy,” Zenii intoned. “Don’t fail me again unless you die trying.”
With that, the count released all the gripping fists, letting Lihan fall to the stone floor. The sword clattered on the stone floor beside him. Gasping from the pain, Lihan lay quietly, not daring to look toward his liege.
“I’ll be in my study. When you have recovered, find me.” With that, the count lifted himself out of the cellar, leaving Lihan to rub blood back into his limbs.
He sat on the floor for several minutes, thinking about what had happened. Reaching up to his nose, his finger came away bright red from his blood. The count almost crushed his head like a chicken’s egg. Sitting there on the cold stone floor of the cellar, Lihan made a new decision. When he ran away, he would keep fast-acting poison with him in case Quon found him. Being torn into pieces would be a horrifying experience.
Finally, he pushed himself upright. His legs felt weak, and they didn’t work right at first. But his joints hadn’t popped out. He flexed each leg several times to get the feeling back. Then he walked gingerly to the count’s study room. Staying with the count was no longer an option.
“Wizard Preem had a copy made of my mastyon,” Zenii said once Lihan closed the study door. Zenii spoke as if the incident in the cellar hadn’t happened. “He tried to fool me into taking it. Instead, it gave me the idea of having my own copy made.”
Lihan mumbled something meaningless. He was still sore from having his limbs stretched. Having any normal conversation seemed banal.
“Don’t be sullen with me. The lesson’s over, so it’s up to you to decide what you learn from it.”
Lihan forced himself to sound firmer. “Yes, Zenii.”
“My plan to steal it back worked. But losing Alom is a hard outcome; I loved the boy. Today I will avenge his death.” Lihan forced himself to say firmly that he too sought vengeance. “Very good, Lihan. Now, on a different subject, I have not yet received word from our mouse. Nip’s missing, so I assume the soldiers outside picked him up.”
“Then we will go out through the tavern?”
“Yes. It also means we cannot attack through the tunnels, so we’ll use the last plan of attack.”
Lihan gazed at his teacher. Quon had never revealed what the fourth option was. The most he said was that it wasn’t a plan he liked. Lihan waited, hoping Zenii would give him more details. When he didn’t, Lihan asked, “What do you need me to do?”
“When I start the attack, I expect you to ensure no one can attack me from behind. It is what is usually asked of a journeyman wizard.” Lihan nodded his understanding, though without the plan’s main details, it was impossible to imagine what protecting Quon’s back meant. “But first,” Quon continued, “we must get to the Keep without the enemy discovering we have left this house. Which means no magic from us or interference from the soldiers outside. Send for Johan.”
Minutes later, Johan came in. Zenii’s butler was of medium height with thin gray hair. His opal eyes were often seen in people from northeastern Harpin.
“Johan, I want you to select two servants to head south down the street. They are to ignore the soldiers, but I don’t want them to get themselves hurt. Just be difficult to the point that the soldiers’ attention is on them,” Quon said. He pulled out a leather-wrapped stick that looked like a crude version of his mastyon. “Have one of them carry this inside his doublet. Do not start until thirty minutes from now.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“And, Johan. Have our soldiers wait for me by the cellar entrance. Each of them, including the captain, is to have a blanket with them.”
“My lord.” Johan waited to see if the Count had further instructions; when he didn’t, Johan left.
Lihan pushed Zenii’s wheeled chair along the corridors before using his d’dec to float him down the short flight of stone stairs to the level where the cellar entrance stood.
“Are you ready?” Zenii asked Lihan as he stopped the chair beside the cellar door. Lihan said he was ready to do whatever his Zenii needed. “I have planned this for months, but all plans can go awry, so remember the objective and stay alert,” Zenii warned him.
“Yes, Zenii, I will not fail you,” he replied as he unlocked the cellar door.
“Make sure of that, master Lihan. Our purpose today is the death of Wizard Preem.”
“What about the abomination?”
Quon nodded. “She too will die this morning. Today you will see my true power, Wizard Lihan. Make sure you are watching, for it will be a demonstration you’ll never forget.”
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Moving Outside



Brodia sat in the chair facing Lady Hermonu, Queen Thalia’s lady-in-waiting. Lady Janu introduced the older lady half a hand ago. At that time, Brodia gave a small curtsey to the noblewoman, who gave no return acknowledgment. Since then, Lady Janu entered Foliana's bedroom to help the princess. Meanwhile, Lady Hermonu hadn’t said a word to Brodia, ignoring Brodia’s insipid attempts to make a conversation.
There was a time when such behavior angered Brodia. But now she knew better who she was, so poor treatment by nobility no longer trampled her ego. Besides, that itch started at the back of her neck, making Brodia think about the details she might have missed about the enemy.
Lady Janu came out of Foliana’s bedroom alone. Brodia offered her the chair by the fire, but Lady Janu declined as she updated Lady Hermonu, “They just finished their breakfast, so now the princess is getting ready.”
Something in Janu’s tone caught Brodia’s attention, “Ready for what?” she asked.
“The Princess has a reception she will attend. Queen Thalia plans to remain here, though.”
“Harpin’s Grand Wizard is in the city,” Brodia said, annoyed that her voice jumped an octave with the stress. “We shouldn’t be splitting up or moving outside.”
The door to the bedroom opened, and Foliana stepped out with the queen. Foliana wore a light-blue dress with mustard-yellow trim. Queen Thalia had a dark-red dress with pink flowers embroidered on the bodice.
“Brodia. I thought I recognized your voice,” the Princess said.
“Your Highnesses.” After a month of daily practice, Brodia executed another perfect curtsey.
Princess Foliana went to say something, but her mother beat her by saying, “No need for formalities around our family, Brodia. It’s good to see you. Now, what were you saying about the enemy wizard?”
“Wizard Preem believes they are waiting, ma’am. They must get close to take us by surprise. Wizards can only attack what they can see.” Brodia imagined the enemy waiting for them to walk into a trap. They had to remain safe until it was time for Preem to become the aggressor. But how to say this diplomatically? “Wizard Preem doesn’t recommend any outside excursions, your Highness.”
“And yet we must make it seem as if all is normal. We cannot have the people in a panic,” Queen Thalia observed. “Of course, the king’s safety is paramount,” the Queen continued. “The enemy will not risk revealing themselves to get to my daughter or me unless they can get to his majesty simultaneously.”
Brodia wanted to say that she would soon go with Preem to fight the count to the death. Going outside puts these plans at risk. But going to ambush Quon was a secret. Although she trusted the queen and princess, she didn’t know the ladies-in-waiting. So, she said, “Yes, ma’am.”
Queen Thalia saw Brodia’s continued uncertainty, so she offered a compromise. “Foliana’s engagement is in the abbey. You can stay with her. I will join my husband under Grand Wizard Preem’s protection,” Queen Thalia said gently. “Does that seem a pragmatic compromise?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Brodia found herself once again admiring the Queen’s practicality. Besides, the abbey meant they would remain inside the Keep. Surely that was as safe as being inside the Palace itself.
“Come, Brodia,” Foliana said, walking to the door. “We can walk around the gardens to the throne room entrance.”
Feeling trapped, Brodia wondered how she could let Preem know. “Let me first see her highness to the king’s chambers.”
“Oh, she’ll be fine,” Foliana said, waving her hand dismissively. “It’s not that far.”
“No, Foliana,” the queen said with authority. “Wizard Brodia is doing her duty, so we should not argue such a minor point. We will all walk down to his majesty’s rooms. Once I am safely inside, you can attend your engagement, dear.”
“Yes, mother.”
Brodia hid a smile at the brief exchange. Every mother and daughter had similar one-sided conversations. The mother usually won, no matter if it's nobility or farmer.
Brodia escorted the queen to the door into the king’s apartment, asking her to tell Preem about the excursion to the abbey. Now, Brodia was free to go with the princess. Foliana led her toward the door to the Royal Gardens. Tagging along behind Brodia was Lady Janu. Then, as they passed the queen’s apartment, one of the poppy-red guards at the door joined them to follow behind the Lady-in-Waiting.
Foliana glanced behind her, smiling at the guard, “Corporal Haam, did you pull the short straw today?”
“It is always a pleasure to escort her Highness,” he replied stoically. Brodia wondered if that was true. She imagined the head-strong princess could be a challenge on most days. Still, they must look like a strange group, three women leading a massive man dressed in red. It was as if three ducklings were leading the mother goose. Did that make her the ugly swan duckling?
The princess strolled around the corner before crossing the grass to a bench beside the parapet overlooking the Otan River. The princess sat, patting the seat beside her for Brodia to join her. Lady Janu and Corporal Haam remained standing.
Glancing to her left, Brodia saw three pikemen with three archers waiting by the parapet. To her right was a similar pod of men from the king’s regiment standing beside the West Tower. If the Gray Wizard came over the top of the Palace, they would attack him from three sides. But if the count came over, she knew only Zenii could hope to stop him. The itch at the back of her neck was getting worse. She looked around; something was going to happen.
“I don’t really have a meeting in the abbey,” the Princess confessed, pulling Brodia out of her thoughts. “I told my mother that so I could get out from the stifling air of the Palace.”
“Today’s a bad day for leaving the herd,” Brodia said as she scratched the itch. “It’s an unnecessary risk being outside at this time.”
But Foliana wasn’t interested in returning, so she changed the subject. “I was so sorry to hear about the death of your mother and brother,” the princess said. “I’m surprised at how strong you’re taking it.”
Brodia thought about how she almost let her anger pull her under like that sea storm did a fortnight ago. Since then, she’d cried for her lost family but still didn’t allow herself to let out her true feelings of loss. “Mourning is for the living, not for the dead, Foliana. It’s an indulgence I cannot afford at this time.”
“I see,” the Princess said gently. Then she said something unexpected. “Brodia, please call me Foli. I hear the kids in school shorten their names if they’re friends. I often wondered what it would be like.”
Brodia looked at the princess momentarily, wondering if she was making fun of her. But she saw the sincerity in her eyes. This pressure must be hard on Foliana too, especially since she could do nothing about it. She nodded her agreement to use a more endearing name. Often, for her friends, Brodia used a nickname like Slowness or Muscles. She glanced at the princess, trying to decide on a name for her. The word ‘Pretty’ came to her mind first, but this felt wrong. Then the perfect name came to her.
“I give my closest friends a nickname,” she said, confident that the princess wouldn’t be angry. “I’ll call you ‘Thorn’ if you wish. Like the thorn on a rose.”
“I’m not certain if that’s a compliment,” Foliana replied. Then after a moment’s thought, she added, “But I like it. Yes, I do like it.”
Gazing at the Palace, Brodia realized the windows in front of her looked into the king’s apartment. And Preem stood at one of those windows, gazing out at them. He signaled to her to come back inside even as he scratched the back of his neck. He felt the itch too.
Brodia shrugged her shoulders at Zenii. Then indicating the watching grand wizard, she asked Foliana, “Thorn, did you have a special relationship with him when you were younger?”
Foliana glanced at Preem in the window, who waved his hand toward the door into the Palace. “I was in love with him.” The Princess’ voice sounded wistful. “My father will arrange my marriage, so it could never have come to anything, but a little girl had her dreams once.”
“I see,” Brodia said, unsure what else to say. Soon she would leave with Preem to end this war one way or the other. “We should get back inside the safety of the Palace.” But the princess didn’t move
“You are in love with him now,” the Princess said. It wasn’t a question. “And Wizard Preem is in love with you.”
Brodia sat with her tarner resting across her knees. She didn’t respond because she didn’t know what to say. Preem in the window was getting angry with her. The air was cool before the day’s summer heat; all seemed idyllic outside. Too peaceful. The Gods had created another good day to die.
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To the Palace



Quon faced the men from his chair. “Gentlemen,” he began. “Today is the day we have been waiting for. Today we take on Otanic’s grand wizard, removing the one thing that has prevented Harpin from returning this kingdom to its rightful rulers.” The count paused for a moment as nine Harpinian soldiers gave a cheer. Each man wore a sword at their hip with a rolled blanket under their arm. These men hadn’t left this house since they came in threes or fours over the past few days. They were some of the strongest soldiers in the army, hand-picked for their bravery. The captain stood in the front, dressed like the other men. Quon had personally selected this officer he had worked with a year ago.
When the cheering died, Quon continued his short speech. “You have all heard rumors that Harpin has a grand wizard. Well, he joined us today.” He smiled as the men looked among themselves, wondering which of them was the wizard in disguise. “He stands before you,” Quon added. The soldiers now stared at Lihan standing beside Quon’s wheeled chair. “Or rather, he sits,” Quon said, completing his announcement. When he saw the puzzled looks persist on the soldiers' faces, he formed a lifting hand to pick himself up from his chair. The men gave a satisfying gasp as Quon floated in front of them.
“All I need from you is a few minutes at the gate to the King’s Keep. Hold off the King’s guards, and I will do the rest.” This time the men gave a stronger cheer. “We will use a hole into the tavern’s cellar to escape. Good luck to you all.” Quon signaled to the men to go into the cellar.
Down in the cellar, the men lined up opposite the hole in the wall. Quon spoke again. “Captain, please have your men roll their swords into the blankets and sling them across their backs. We must approach the Palace without raising any undue concerns.”
“Yes, my lord,” the captain responded. “You heard his lordship, men.”
As the men complied, Quon directed Lihan to lift the barrel out of the way. The cellar on the other side remained dark. “You may take your men through, Captain.”
Once the men were on the other side, Quon flew through the hole into the tavern’s cellar. Lihan walked behind him. Beside the door that led to the tavern’s bar, Quon instructed the captain to pick the strongest soldier to carry him. From this point on, no magic could be used to betray their purpose. The captain chose Corporal Rustan, who stood a head taller than the captain. He easily picked Quon up. It wasn’t a dignified way to travel, but it was a small price to pay to defeat the fourth kingdom.
“Kill anyone you find in the tavern’s bar,” Quon said to the captain, who quickly selected three men to carry out the gruesome task. These would be the first of many who would die today, so Quon refused to allow any sentimentality to fester in his mind. The three soldiers burst through the door into the tavern. There was a small scream that was quickly cut off.
One of the three soldiers called to tell the captain the room was secure. Quon let the captain go up to organize his men. When Rustan brought Quon to the bar, he saw two bodies, a man and a woman lying beside an overturned table. The captain informed him that his men checked all the tavern’s rooms but found no one else. It was a small blessing.
While the soldiers took positions near the front door and passageway to the back of the tavern, he watched the street through a window. He saw the uniformed Otanic soldiers around the front entrance to his house next door. None of them paid any mind toward the tavern. Quon waited.
A few minutes passed before two young men walked out. They turned south. Quon heard a soldier call out to them to stop, but they kept hurrying along. All the soldiers began moving that way too.
“It’s time, Captain,” Quon said.
The captain waited on the porch with seven soldiers as Rustan carried Quon into the middle of the group. When Lihan joined at the back, they walked away from the count’s residence as a cluster.
“The soldiers aren’t following,” Lihan said as they turned left at the corner to Royal Street. 
Quon was pleased with the escape, allowing him to sneak to the Palace before Otanic’s wizards would be aware of his presence. He should be there in less than half a hand.
The fluttering of his heart surprised Quon. He always considered himself a calm leader, but today would culminate two decades of arduous preparation. It would be over quickly this morning. But once he had done his duty for King Tarik, he could end the killing to bring peace to these lands.
That King Tarik made a better ruler for Otanic than King Attim wasn’t in any doubt. So, Quon’s main concern was finding a way to portray himself as the benefactor of the Otanic people. Long after history consigned the two kings to a paragraph in history, Quon would have a chapter dedicated to his exploits on behalf of the ordinary people.
Quon still had a few years before his mind would addle as King Rullag’s had in Jongiloc. So, he would get his plans for an academy of magic moving as soon as possible. Unlike the Otanic wizards, he wouldn’t limit himself to finding one or two apprentices when he needed them. No, he would open a continuous search. The academy will train boys found in Harpin to become wizards. In contrast, he would quietly execute any magical boys found in Otanic. Of course, he will publicly hang any girl found with the ability, starting with the little blond sister of Preem’s one-armed apprentice.
He watched as the Keep’s outer wall grew larger. When they were two hundred feet away, Quon asked the men to stop. “Lihan, hold my riding crop for me. Keep it three paces from me at all times.” Quon instructed. Then, to the soldiers, he added, “Remember, men, I need to get inside the gateway. Harpin demands we do our duties today.”
The group moved again, with Rustan at the back carrying Count Quon in his massive arms. Lihan positioned himself three paces in front of Quon. The captain took the lead. At the gate, the closest guard, carrying a long spear, stopped him.
“What’s your business with the Palace?” the guard said as if he had all the world's authority on his shoulders.
“We’re here to see Wizard Brodia,” the captain replied, knowing this would confuse them for a moment. 
The soldier beside the captain pulled his sword from his blanket, killing the guard before he could react. The other Harpin soldiers pushed into the gateway, quickly killing the other guard before he could fully draw his sword. Other guardsmen came running from the South Tower, drawing their swords.
Corporal Rustan stepped into the gateway, giving Quon a clear view of the Palace, fifty feet away. Lihan moved three paces to Rustan’s side. It was time for Quon to engage his d’dec to end this war.
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The Queen



Foliana just admitted that she knew Preem was in love with Brodia, but her friend didn’t say anything back. Foliana wanted to ask if Brodia heard her, but she was afraid to push the subject. A desire to get this mess about loving Preem out in the open still consumed her, leaving her incomplete. 
But seeing Preem in the window, pointing for them to return inside, spurred her to try again. “I still love the fool.” She glanced at Brodia, who continued to stare straight ahead.
“I know,” Brodia responded without turning her head. “We see it in each other.”
“But he only has eyes for you. So, I just wanted to say I won’t interfere.” There, she’d said it.
This time Brodia did turn to glance at her. “That means a lot.” Brodia paused as they watched Preem gesturing in the window twenty feet away. “My father sold me to the Daffodils,” Brodia said, “He didn’t give me any choice about my life. I thought it was different for a princess, but I guess not.”
“My father has already sold me,” Foliana said. “Viscount Thagor will marry me next spring.”
“The one with the pockmarked face?” Brodia said. Then added, “I’m sorry, Thorn. I shouldn’t speak of him that way.”
The Princess smiled; she liked her new name. Also, she agreed with Brodia’s assessment of the viscount’s looks. He wasn’t pretty, but at least he was gracious. The arranged marriage was an example of her foiled desires. She liked being a princess, but hated the duties of a princess, especially marrying for political gain. It was as if she were no better than the royal dog.
Beside her, Brodia was glancing at the pods of soldiers as she scratched her neck. Foliana turned her head to watch Preem through the window. She loved him but knew that her heart had lost him forever. He, in turn, was watching Brodia. “I wish I were brave like you,” she said, wanting to continue this heart-to-heart talk with a young woman she’d come to admire.
“I hope you never find out,” Brodia’s surprising answer came back. Foliana asked why she thought this way. “I don’t see myself as brave or not. I only see myself struggling to do the right thing when making a difficult decision. Sometimes that choice involves my life or the lives of others,” Brodia reasoned slowly. “I hope you never find yourself in that situation. But if you do, I hope it isn’t for a long time.”
“I see,” Foliana said. She tried to imagine making life-or-death decisions as she did at Lastin in the spring. Then, she was traveling with Brodia when Harpin troopers wanted to kidnap her. At that time, most of her decisions were to do the opposite of Brodia’s advice. “Next time, I’ll take your advice,” she said cryptically to Brodia, who glanced at her, confused. “At Lastin,” Foliana explained, “I almost got us killed.”
“I may not be near you when you next make a critical decision.” Brodia signaled to Preem to wait. “Thorn, when it comes time to do something difficult, I’m confident you’ll be brave too.”
“If the Gods will it.”
“Once, you told me you hated how the courtiers treated you like a potted flower. You can choose what flower you are. You could be a primrose, all dainty and yellow. Or a rose, beautiful but durable. If someone grasps the rose, its thorns will change their mind.”
Sitting on the bench next to the young Green Wizard, Foliana let the words sink in. Now she fully understood Brodia’s choice of nickname. Although she wanted people to treat her like a rose, was she brave enough? In truth, she enjoyed life too much to be valiant. This much she was sure of. Being brave meant throwing away that carefree life.
The air was quiet, with a slight breeze coming over the parapet from the west. Off to her right, beyond the abbey, she heard the faint tinkle of metal on metal, sword striking sword. The guardsmen were practicing.
Brodia jumped up from the bench, lifting her tarner away from her body. Gazing at Preem through the window, Foliana saw him turn toward the sound. Her heart skipped.
“Get down!” Brodia yelled.
In front of her, Foliana saw the Palace shudder. Then water burst through the windows, flying at her, bringing stones with it. Maybe she screamed. But the water never reached her. The mess just fell to the ground in front of Brodia.
As the air cleared, she realized the Palace was gone, replaced by a pile of small gray-green blocks that still moved as they disappeared behind a cloud of dust. All she did was stare at the impossibility of what she saw. To her left, she heard Lady Janu screaming. Tearing her eyes away from the ruined Palace, she saw Corporal Haam had drawn his sword. Brodia still stood with her tarner held at arm’s length.
Could anyone still be alive? Her heart wouldn’t accept it yet; her mother and brother still lived, even her demanding father. She tried to visualize again what she’d just seen. Just as the water smashed out the windows, she saw something dark thrown out. She began to walk toward the pile of rubble.
“Don’t,” Brodia tried to hold her back. “It isn’t safe.”
“We have to save who we can,” she yelled over the screaming that filled the air.
Pushing past Brodia, she ran toward the dust billowing from where the Palace once stood. From the corner of her eye, she saw the poppy red of Haam running past her. She skipped over the first stones; there, on the ground, she saw a body. Turning it over, she found an unrecognizable black, bloody face. But she knew who it was from the purple striped coat he wore.
Bubbles came from his bleeding mouth; he still lived. Sitting, she cradled his bloody head in her lap, wanting to wail to the Gods. Brodia was beside her in seconds, straightening his legs before listening to his heart. Foliana prayed for good news.
“He’s still strong,” Brodia said. Foliana sighed her relief. She gazed at the pile of stone blocks, trying to grasp what had happened. Her mother was in there. “We must move him to safety,” Brodia said.
Brodia’s words brought the princess back to Preem. “What happened?” she asked as a cold chill infused her body.
“The grand wizard attacked. He’s incredibly powerful. We must hide Preem before the count can kill him. Afterward, I can take him away from the city. It’s his only chance.”
Foliana looked around, seeing people climbing on the rocks to look for survivors. Haam’s bright red uniform stood out among the dusty searchers. “Corporal Haam, I need you,” she called out. The corporal stopped for a moment but then continued his search. “Corporal Haam. That’s an order!” she called again. This time he turned to scramble back down the pile.
Foliana’s mind raced to think of a place to hide Preem. Most of the abbey still stood though it was quickly becoming lost in the swirling dust. The West Tower was a dark shadow in the dust, but it was still there. “We must take Wizard Preem to my study room on the third floor of the West Tower,” she told the corporal.
“But the king, your Highness?” Haam’s voice was surprisingly calm, giving new resolve to her feelings.
“If we lose Preem, there is nothing to stop Harpin,” Brodia said.
“Take him now.” Foliana watched as the strong man carried the unconscious grand wizard toward the West Tower. Her senses couldn’t comprehend what had happened yet. The dust made it seem unreal, like a horror dream. For now, Foliana would go through the motions until someone told her what she should do.
At the West Tower’s door, Foliana gazed at Brodia through the dust cloud. It was as if the girl wizard was struggling with a decision. Foliana held open the door for Haam as he carried Preem. Lady Janu stood beside her. For a moment, Brodia disappeared into the dust. Foliana couldn’t wait as she had to unlock the door to her study.
Once through the outer door, the confusion of the dust cloud sloughed away, leaving them in clean air again. Up the spiral staircase, Foliana ran, chasing after Haam, who was moving slower. She passed him on the second floor as she rushed ahead to unlock her study’s door. Across the crescent-shaped room was a bed behind a wooden screen. She often came here to relax, far from the pressures of public events and the ever-watchful eye of her beloved mother, who could sometimes be overbearing.
Standing beside the door, she waited for Haam to reach the room before indicating the bed. “Lay him there.” Lady Janu came in after Haam. Brodia was running up the stairs. Something was missing from Brodia, but Foliana couldn’t decide what.
She went to sit on a chair beside the bed. Her heart cried out for the bloody mess that was once Grand Wizard Preem. Brodia sat beside him on the bed, laying her hand on his chest as if she could pass her strength into him.
The clear air allowed Foliana to think. Outside the window, dust hid any sign of the Palace or the Abbey. “Brodia, I have to go back to help,” she said softly.
“First, help me take off his coat.” Brodia drew Preem into a sitting position. Together they pulled the coat off his body before easing him back onto the bed.
“Take this coat back to the palace; leave it among the stones so it can be found,” Brodia said, handing her the torn coat splattered with blood. Then Brodia pulled off her green beret. “Leave this among the rubble too,” she said. Foliana nodded; it was a good idea.
“Where will you go?” she asked Brodia.
“I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll leave for his home village tonight while the city is confused. I’ll find a horse, so we can make good time without revealing ourselves. The sea air will help him recover.”
Suddenly the weight of it all hit Foliana. “My mother, the king?” she whispered. She felt Brodia’s grip on her hand comforting her.
“For now, you are the queen,” Brodia whispered, too soft for anyone else to hear. “It now falls on your shoulders. You must decide what flower you will be.”
She sat quietly for a moment, suddenly feeling all alone except for Brodia. She had to make a quick plan; what was good for the kingdom? She looked at Haam, standing by the door, eager to go back out. “Preem’s our only hope right now?” she whispered. It was half a statement, half a question.
“Yes,” Brodia replied. “I cannot defeat this count; he’s too strong.”
The decision was clear. Foliana stood to say to Haam, “Corporal Haam, you are to remain here with Wizard Preem. Protect him and follow any orders he or Wizard Brodia give you.”
“Your Highness, –” he began, but she stopped him.
“Your duty is to the realm, and that is what the realm needs.” She turned to Lady Janu. “My lady, you will attend to me.”
“Good luck, your Majesty,” Brodia said from beside Preem.
“I hope I see you again.” Foliana stuffed Brodia’s beret inside Preem’s coat, draped over her arm as she walked to the door. Lady Janu followed behind her. 
At the door, she heard Brodia call out. “Your grace, the secret word for any messages is thorn.”
“Thorn,” she repeated, “may the Gods preserve us all.”
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They needed a leader. Foliana glanced around at the frantic faces of the people. Her people. She was the leader they needed at this second. Brodia’s words hit her hard. What kind of flower would she be? Telling Haam to stay behind was easy, but this search needed organization.
“They should form a chain,” she said to Lady Janu. She hadn’t meant it as a command, just a suggestion. But Lady Janu ran off, and within a couple of minutes, she had organized a human chain, taking the blocks off the pile, to pass them down. Foliana dropped Preem’s coat into the dust of the rubble. It felt like she was abandoning him to float away like a ship entering a sea fog.
Then she climbed the pile to where Lady Janu stood in the chain. “My lady, go to organize another chain. I’ll take your place for now.”
“Yes, your grace.” Lady Janu scrambled off. Foliana stood in her place, near the middle, balancing herself with each foot on a different block of stone.
The man above her passed her a heavy block. She wrapped her arms around it, twisting to give it to the man below her. Turning back, the man above her was taking another stone. She took it to pass it down, quietly dropping into a mindless rhythm. Turn up, accept the stone, turn down, give the stone. Turn ... grab ... turn ... pass. She echoed the move repeatedly, trying to breathe in short puffs while fighting against the choking dust that made her cough.
Time passed; she had no idea how much. It sheltered her from bad or sad thoughts. The swirling dust made it hard even to see the people beside her. She couldn’t see the start or the end of the chain. So lost was she in the dance of rocks that she didn’t hear her name at first.
“Your grace. Princess Foliana!”
She turned to gaze toward the sound, even as she took another stone. Standing on the pile a couple of feet below her, she saw an officer of the King’s Regiment. Gray from the dust, she could see patches of dark red and the shape of his epaulets. “Yes, Colonel.”
“We need you at the gate, ma’am.”
A man was struggling over the blocks, looking in the gaps. She called him over. “Take my place,” she said before stepping aside. The man passing her stones was gazing at her, just now realizing who he was giving rocks to. “Continue, please. We must find the king,” she said to those in the chain nearest her. She followed the officer, balancing from block to block.
“What is happening at the gate?” she asked as the colonel led the way toward the abbey. The dust had thinned a little but still turned all the buildings into shadowy monsters.
“Count Quon is there with some men. They are in a standoff and want to parley.”
Through the dust, she saw the dark outline of the abbey. The part that joined the Palace had collapsed, but the rest stood. The colonel indicated the West Nave, so she entered through the open door. She turned right to walk along to the main doors. The air was easier to breathe here.
“Until we find my father or brother alive, I am the queen,” she told the colonel. “I hope it is only for a short time, but we must have a leader.”
“Yes, your Majesty.”
Outside again, the dust was lighter by the abbey entrance. Ahead, she saw lines of men facing the gate, some in uniform, some in shirts or bare-chested. All had either a sword or a spear in their hands. Straightening her back, she swept toward the wall of men’s backs. She would have liked time to prepare, but The Father, Fortitad, would give her the courage to trust her heart.
“Clear a path for Queen Foliana,” the colonel called out. A gap appeared in front of her.
Through the break, she saw a small knot of men. A large man was carrying another man. This carried man must be Count Quon, the grand wizard of Harpin. A man capable of pulling down the Palace could take anything, but he had stopped for a reason. Did he think he was finished?
As she walked through the narrow gap, Foliana knew she must show control of the situation. But how? Maybe a simple command would do. The knot of men around the count did not have their swords drawn. Turning to the colonel beside her, she said, “Bring the count a chair to sit upon.” It also gave her time to think as the colonel relayed the instruction to a soldier who ran off toward the abbey.
“Thank you, my lady,” the count said evenly. Ignoring him, she waited for the chair. Foliana gathered her resolve as she stood there, staring at this loathsome creature. This was not a time for weakness, nor was it a time for false arrogance.
The soldier returned with the chair, placing it in front of the small knot of men. The large man gently lowered the count onto the chair. 
“Thank you, my lady,” Count Quon repeated. The count had dressed in ordinary clothes that were now dusty.
“You may call us Queen Foliana or your grace,” she responded, emphasizing her words sternly. “For your murderous actions today have made us so.” The count apologized, of course. But that only annoyed her further. “We do not believe you are sorry, my lord.”
“But I am sad for the hurt it has brought you, ma’am.”
She glared at him for his lies. “What do you want, Count Quon?”
“I don’t want to kill anyone else, your grace.”
She took a deep breath, confident that he could kill all her men if she asked them to charge. She wanted the standoff to end before more people died. “You may return to your residence immediately. We will provide a carriage for your wounded.”
“Thank you. And I ask to have my house arrest removed, your grace.”
“Granted. Though we will leave men to watch your movements, my lord.”
“Understood, your Majesty. One last humble request, I ask permission to pay our respects to King Attim, when he is found.”
She almost exploded. The wretch wanted to gloat over her father’s body. She took a moment before answering. “Granted. But we will insist that Harpin leaves us in peace until after our mourning period.” The count agreed.
So it was done. Her realm would have time to prepare for whatever was next. She assumed it would be some form of annexation. Glancing behind her, she saw the guardsmen ready to do whatever she commanded. They were her guardsmen for now, and she was proud of their bravery. With a small signal, she indicated they could put up their swords.
Foliana turned back to the count sitting ten feet from her. She gathered her resolve before saying, “Go now. We no longer want to see your wretched face, my lord.” The queen spun around to say firmly to the colonel, “Make good on all that we have agreed to.”
“Yes, your Majesty”
She walked slowly back to the abbey, relieved no one could see her legs shaking under her dress. Inside the nave, she remembered Brodia’s words, deciding she’d be a rose; a poppy-red one. Somehow, she’d survived her first test. Many more lay ahead.
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Going Home



Gazing out the window in the Queen’s Maid tavern, Jisana saw the long column of smoke drifting eastward from where the Palace stood. Nothing in her twelve years matched this or came anywhere close. Deep in her gut, it felt like it was the end of life as she knew it. Last night she took her first bath in a year. She could run her fingers through her hair once more. This morning she wore a beautiful creamy-yellow dress that Azaly claimed was too big for her. Roon promised she could go to the Keep after breakfast so she would surprise him with her new look. It was as if she were back living in the South Tower.
Everything was magical, and then this. A deep rumble from far away pulled Jisana to the window, where she saw smoke rising above the skyline at the top of the city bluffs.
Jisana tried her best to answer Azaly’s questions but couldn’t begin to explain what it meant. Wilani joined her as well after several minutes. All three women stared out the same window at the smoke. When Jisana’s hand felt for her knife, she remembered she hadn’t suspended it from her belt on this dress. She was helpless standing here, so she decided to do something.
Jisana hurried downstairs, barging into a small knot of women talking about the smoke. “What happened?” she asked.
“Don’t know, dear. We hear that the Palace collapsed, but that can’t be,” the tavern owner's wife said. “My husband’s gone to see for himself.”
“How can the Palace collapse?” she said, primarily to herself.
“It can’t, lass. It must be a silly rumor, but that smoke says something happened.”
Back in the room, she found Wilani watching through the window with Azaly. Roon’s little sister ran to her, agitated. Jisana walked with Azaly back to the window. The sight still looked impossible.
“What can it be?” Wilani asked her.
“They say something’s happened at the Palace.”
“Is that what you think?” Wilani said. “It could be a house next to the Keep.”
Jisana had the same hope that this was nothing much, though her heart said it was everything. She studied the smoke closer this time, trying to decide. Then she realized what was wrong. “I can see the smoke passing behind the South Tower, but the smoke’s hiding the other tower, so it must be the Palace itself.”
Roon’s mother watched through the window for a minute before she agreed. Jisana thought about Roon, staying in the Palace with the grand wizard. Roon’s mother must have pondered the same thing because she asked her where Roon was.
“He’s staying in the Palace,” Jisana replied as her voice gave away her doubts. Wilani reached out to grip Jisana’s hand; a glance showed the fear in Roon’s mother’s eyes. Jisana should do something, anything. After a moment, she said, “I can go to see if he needs my help.”
“It’s too dangerous, dear,” Wilani said quickly. 
Jisana told her that Roon had saved her life two days ago, so she would do anything to help him. It took a few minutes, but finally, Roon’s mother agreed to let her go to find Roon. Jisana found her knife, attaching its holder to her dress so she could conceal it in one of the folds of the dress. Before leaving the tavern, she bid goodbye to a disappointed Azaly, who wanted to accompany her.
Walking along North Street, she passed many pods of men or women talking in hushed tones. Everyone in the city was nervous; even the air seemed to shake.
Nearing Royal Street, she was now walking under the cloud that looked more like gray dust than smoke. Turning onto the street put her into the dust cloud, so she pulled the sleeve on her yellow dress to cover her mouth. The ghostly dark-gray silhouettes of people made the scene eerie as she hurried along the center of the cobbled street. Out of the dust, the dark mass of a carriage-and-two loomed, ambling as if unaware of the turmoil. She ran to the side to let the carriage ramble past her.
Approaching the gateway to the Keep, the crowds got thicker along with the dust. Soon a solid wall of yelling men appeared out of the fog, standing in her way, all pushing to enter the Keep. She tried to worm her way through but gave up after a minute. Squeezing back out, she hurried down the hill into the alleyway that led to the tunnel entrance. Munia wasn’t at her spot, so Jisana went by herself.
It was a mercy to escape the chaos on the streets, so it only took a few minutes to reach the Royal Palace's iron gate. As she expected, there was no key for the locked gate. But it wouldn’t stop the best lock picker among the street folk. Soon she ran up the spiral staircase, praying that the naked dead girl was gone. She was. The cellar door was open, so she hurried up the ramp away from the kitchen. After only a year, things still looked familiar. She often played games by herself, rolling stones down this ramp.
Pushing open the door to the outside was like stepping into a nightmare. The gray-green dust obscured the details of anything more than thirty feet away. To her left, bodies lay near the closed iron gates. A wall of soldiers stood inside the gates, telling people to go away. To her right, she saw people running around in the dark shadow of the abbey. The dust was thicker to the right, so dense she couldn’t even see the outline of the Palace.
Pulling her sleeve across her face again, Jisana turned right to walk into the thicker dust. Soon she passed stone blocks lying on the dust-covered grass. Then, incomprehensibly, she was at the foot of a massive pile of small stone blocks, reaching three times her height. She just stared at first, confused.
A week ago, she thought of the Palace as her lost home, with all the resentment from the chamberlain throwing her out. It was full of nobles, many of them she’d encountered on the streets. So many wanted something from her that she would never give. But then she’d met Roon. He didn’t want the same thing at all; nor did his master, Wizard Preem, who treated her like she was a normal person. Now, she was staring at this pile, unwilling to turn away or abandon Squirt.
Jisana couldn’t shake the feeling that this dust hid all her hopes for living. If she could find Roon, she could dream about a future again.
She began carefully stepping upwards into thicker dust. She abandoned her face mask, needing both hands to keep her balance on the haphazardly piled blocks. Crossing the pile’s top, she went down the other side, running into a line of dusty people, passing blocks down. A gap forced a man to step down to give their block to the next person. Without any thought, she stepped into that gap to pass the blocks.
Time soon lost any meaning as she concentrated on each block. She quietly cried as she worked. What was one more dream taken, she thought. She’d lost so many. But what wasn’t alright was losing Roon or the Green Wizard. Each block passed to her was everything until she passed it on. Then a new stone became everything. When she saw two men carrying a body down, she studied it; it wasn’t Roon. Relieved, she passed the next block. In the line, she saw men and women. No one was a noble or a commoner. All were gray-green ghosts in the anonymizing dust.
After an eternity, she began to tire. The dust had taken her voice a while ago, but it hadn’t taken the tears oozing down her cheeks. A man materialized in front of her, coming out of the dust.
“Can I replace you, lass?” he asked in a hushed voice as if afraid of all the dead around them. She nodded, stepping back after passing one more block. He stepped into her spot to pass the blocks without exchanging another word.
Stumbling, she descended the rubble until she was back on solid ground on the opposite side of the palace from where she started. It was hard to imagine that this was the same place she’d visited yesterday when Roon killed that young wizard in the tunnels.
Jisana came upon a row of bodies. Each lay on its back with its head toward the parapet overlooking the river. Slowly she walked along the line, studying each battered face, searching for one with its left arm bound across the chest. Covered in dust, each looked like a carefully carved stone statue. None of these figures had an arm tied across the chest. She still had hope.
To the side was the outline of the abbey. She passed through its door in the west nave. As she did so, she thought that she could be the first of the street folk to walk unaccompanied through the abbey. She didn’t touch or take anything.
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At the tavern, she trudged up the stairs, exhausted far beyond her ability to think clearly or care about the startled looks she encountered. In the room, Wilani took one look at her before leading her to a chair at the table.
“What did you see? What happened?” Wilani asked. Jisana went to speak, but only a weak cough came from her dusty mouth. All her remaining strength disappeared as she put her head on the table. Seconds later, Azaly pressed a mug of water into her hand.
Jisana took careful sips of the water, afraid she would swallow too much dirt if she gulped the water. A bowl filled with meaty stew appeared before her, placed by Wilani. She looked up to smile her thanks. Slowly some energy flowed into her muscles as she ate.
“Did you see Roony?” Azaly asked when Jisana stopped eating for a second. 
Not trusting her voice yet, Jisana only shook her head.
“Come, let’s get you out of those clothes to clean you up,” Wilani said. She began undoing the buttons down the back of the once-yellow dress.
Jisana was in her undergarments when Azaly carefully carried the water-filled washbasin to the table. Jisana cleaned her arms first, then, with help from the other two, she washed the dirt off her face and neck. Roon’s Pa, Glunum came in as they started on her hair. Wilani shooed him back out.
It was dark outside when Jisana stepped into another dress of Azaly’s. This one was too small for Jisana, making her feel scrunched when Azaly buttoned the back. But they could let Roon’s Pa back in. It was time to talk, but Jisana dreaded the conversation. How could she tell them that she feared Roon was gone?
Wilani sat beside her, holding her hand. Glunum sat opposite, looking grim. “You were gone all day,” he said as if accusing her of desertion. “What did you find out?”
“I’ve been to the Palace. It’s gone, destroyed. Just a pile of rocks now.”
“How can you know that?” he said sternly. “The innkeeper went to the Palace too. He said you couldn’t get in through the gate. He didn’t see anything because of the smoke.”
“Two days ago, we discovered an entrance to the Palace from the tunnels under the city. I went in that way, which led to the kitchens.” Glunum’s looks said he didn’t believe her. So, she took out her lock picks. “The entrance gate was locked, but I opened it with these.” Still, he didn’t believe her, so she demonstrated on the room’s door, locking and unlocking it twice.
“I believe you, dear,” Wilani said, stopping further argument from her husband. “Tell us what you saw at the Palace.”
Jisana described almost everything she saw in the dust. However, she didn’t mention the bodies. She couldn’t share that brutal truth with Roon’s family, who listened raptly to everything she said. But when they asked about the king, she said she didn’t think he could have survived. “Princess Foliana still lives, though,” she concluded.
“That silly girl can’t become queen; may the Gods preserve us,” Glunum said. “She only likes playing games or dancing at the royal balls.”
Jisana couldn’t disagree. She told them how she remembered all the stories from the Palace staff talking about the wild teenager who refused to do what her mother told her. Of course, she didn’t know the princess personally, though she once saw her walking in the royal gardens. Jisana’s father whisked her away, saying she must never talk to a royal family member unless they spoke to her first.
Her story about the Palace brought new questions from Glunum, forcing Jisana to tell them about growing up in the Keep. Roon’s father’s attitude toward her changed in that instance. He asked about the princess and the royal family. It was as if he no longer saw her as a member of the street folk.
Finally, all the talking finished, letting Jisana get some sleep. Scenes of the palace rubble tormented her dreams. The place she called home was gone. She cried quietly, not wanting to disturb Azaly sleeping beside her on the small bed. Tomorrow, she promised Roon, in her dream, I’ll come to find you.
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A Missing Stone



An exhausted Quon sat in his study, deep in thought. This morning went better than expected. Weakening the Palace foundations a few days ago was critical in bringing down the Palace. By using a massive fist to hit the water reservoir situated between four damaged foundation pillars, the water exploded out, destroying those same pillars. This caused the Palace to fall in on itself. He had hoped for the partial destruction of the Palace, but this total collapse pleased him.
After the Palace tumbled down, his scans of the rubble revealed the four buried d’decs. He had succeeded in killing all three Otanic wizards. Alom’s revenge was his; this retribution tasted far sweeter than his payback over a year ago against being crippled.
In one explosive demonstration of his power, he had removed Otanic’s power. Without the wizards, the fourth kingdom was reduced from a wolf to a goat, leaving only its stubbornness. But that wouldn’t last long.
Killing the king was not so important. In fact, he was disappointed. He wanted the buffoon to live, so he could make a show of killing him. He fully expected to kill the king and his son, who were noisy obstinate geese. So, when he found himself face-to-face with Princess Foliana, he was delighted. Of course, she’d been a bit petulant, but he expected that; it would pass. He’d give her the time he’d promised to mourn her family; no one could say he wasn’t fair. Her mind remained locked in her selfish childhood, so it would be easy to manipulate her later.
Across the room, Lihan stood waiting for what was next. It was time to continue Quon’s plan. After pulling his chair over to the small table – it was nice to use his magic without concerns over secrecy – he took a piece of parchment to write his report for Chancellor Ganaf. His language was formal but slightly dismissive, as appropriate for someone inferior to him.
The second letter took him much longer. He addressed it to King Tarik, so he had to ensure the wording was exactly right. His majesty had a well-earned reputation for a quick temper, and Quon gained nothing by upsetting the self-centered fool.
For the third letter, he used cheaper paper. It was terse, as befitted its cowardly recipient. Still, he sealed it, just as he did the first two. Glancing at Lihan, he waved his apprentice over.
“We have won the war in a single magical stroke, saving our army from being weakened through a series of battles. Now it can garrison the entire fourth kingdom. It also means that we are the only two living wizards,” Quon said. “I expect you to comport yourself as the second most powerful man on Vosj. You will only take orders from me.”
“Yes, Zenii. Are you certain that the Otanic wizards are dead?”
“I’ve detected their d’decs buried in the rubble that once was Kefnu Palace. They are as dead as Sarn the Sage or Yarin,” Quon said. Then a funny thought came to him. “The Bone Crusher has been crushed. A fitting end, wouldn’t you say?”
Quon described his plans for a wizardry academy, emphasizing the role that Lihan would take in teaching the new apprentices. Quon omitted the part about selecting only Harpinian boys or hanging any girls they found. He knew that Lihan was far too squeamish about such details. Quon wanted the man to be optimistic about the future.
Nor did Quon describe his plans for making Jongiloc a vassal state.
After the short speech on the future, Quon concentrated on the present again. “Lihan, I have an urgent mission for you. You are to take these two letters to Chancellor Ganaf in Harpin City,” he instructed. “You are to fly there at your top speed. Do not fly in that silly zagging pattern I showed you once. This time you fly in a straight line directly to the city. I want these letters delivered today. I’ll be tracking you, so do as I say or face my wrath again.” 
After Lihan slipped the two letters inside his coat, Quon handed over the third letter. “This one’s for you, but you aren’t to open it until you reach the city. It provides instructions for once you’re there.”
Once Lihan left, Quon was happy being alone with his feelings again. He sat quietly as his thoughts soon drifted to the two beggars he’d found on the streets of Harpin City. One was a fifteen-year-old boy, the other much older. Somehow, he’d missed the older beggar during his many previous searches. One was a monster who was too old for him to turn away from his evil ways, while the other one was a brave teenager willing to do anything his master instructed. Quon felt his eyes watering as he remembered the boy, Alom, his favorite apprentice. Now that he had accomplished the mission, he would have time to mourn Alom. It wasn’t fair that Lihan had survived when the brave boy hadn’t.
[image: image-placeholder]Quon woke to Johan calling his name. It was three hands after the middle of the night, making it difficult to wake up. However, it was vital for him to return to the Palace surreptitiously. Johan helped dress him, not that he needed that help anymore. Discovering that he was the grand wizard hadn’t changed Johan’s view that he required his butler’s help to dress. In truth, Quon accepted it long ago, treating it as a special bond between them.
“I will be out most of the night; you shouldn’t worry about me.”
“Yes, my lord,” Johan responded in his usual dry tone. “Will you be needing the carriage, sir?”
“No, I’ll be flying.”
“As you wish, my lord.” Quon smiled to himself at Johan’s slightest falter in his tone. The poor man still struggled to accept he was independent.
Once in his chair, he dismissed Johan and snuffed out all the candles. He expected to return before dawn so he could take breakfast then. Alone, he opened the window in his bedroom that looked toward the eastern wall a quarter league away. Forming a four-way split fist, he effortlessly sailed through the window, leaving his wheeled chair behind. Though he was no longer under house arrest, he didn’t want the queen’s spies to know he was going out.
In the dark of the night, he lifted himself to five hundred feet, far out of sight of anyone on the rooftops, and swept quickly for the eastern wall. Passing over the parapet, he turned north to follow the city wall to the northwest corner. Here the remains of the Palace lay smoking. He saw several small lights below as people continued searching the rubble in the forlorn hope of finding anyone alive. He could have removed the four d’decs in daylight so everyone saw his power, but he’d promised Queen Foliana to stay away. For now, he would keep his promises, or, at least, not flaunt breaking them.
Five hundred feet above the Keep, he reached out to locate those four d’decs again. Each was still there, unmoved from when he first found them after the Palace collapse. The double image was by the edge of the pile; this included the unique d’dec that Preem used. These were the easiest to slide from under a couple of stone blocks.
After carefully slipping Preem’s mastyon out to avoid attracting attention, he pulled it up to his lifting platform to lay beside him. He watched to see if any of the people noticed. None seemed to react, so he continued with the ordinary d’dec lying nearby. This time he retrieved a garment. When it reached him he saw the purple-striped coat of Preem with a d’dec stone in one of the pockets. Inside the jacket was a green beret with two ribbons sewn on its side. The dusty coat was covered in several blood stains. But why wasn’t he wearing it?
Quon returned the coat to the rubble pile after removing the wizard’s stone and the green beret.
When Quon reached out with his mind to the ordinary d’dec, it allowed him into its darkness. But when he did the same with the special d’dec, it returned a malignant ripple. He expected this, so he easily cut off the attack in time. Preem had contaminated it, just as Quon had contaminated Yarin’s d’dec a year ago.
A small piece of him was disappointed, he had dreamed about having this special d’dec, but he would make do with the one he’d used for the last twenty years. As Vosj’s only grand wizard, it didn’t matter much what d’dec he used, he would still be the most powerful man across the six kingdoms. He didn’t want the drudgery of being the king, but he would always be the kingmaker.
The other two stones were harder to reach. The first was buried deep in the pile. Slowly, he eased a tiny gripping fist between the blocks until he could hold the wood surrounding the ordinary wizard’s stone. Expanding the size of the gripping fist pushed some of the blocks aside, creating room to pull the wand or tarner out. Hopefully, any nearby people would assume the pile was settling a little. Once free of the stones, he whipped the object up too fast for someone to see more than the ghost of a movement. He reached out to connect to its d’dec. Back came the same contamination ripple, so he swiftly cut it off.
Someone had buried the d’dec in the tip of a thin stick; this was Apprentice Roon’s wand then. He placed it beside the mastyon before scanning the pile for the fourth d’dec. This would be the abomination’s tarner, representing his annihilation of Otanic’s wizards. Although he couldn’t explain why, holding this d’dec would mean more than having Preem’s one. Preem had been a worthy opponent. Brodia was an aberration in the universe of magic. She must be burned out like a piece of rotted flesh before she killed the entire body.
Deep in the rubble, he found it. Using the same technique, he slowly extricated the d’dec along with its tarner. What came to his platform wasn’t what he expected. It was a wand shaped like a dagger without a guard. Made from light wood, he recognized Alom’s wand. Frustration gripped his heart as he reached out to connect with its familiar imaginary cave.
Brodia’s d’dec was missing! Cursing himself for being an arrogant fool, he sent out a wide scan. His limit was two hundred leagues. She should still be in that range if he searched now. Starting to the north, he found Lihan’s d’dec in Harpin City. Good, he was following instructions to keep his d’dec alight. Swinging his scan to the west, he covered the area around her village but found nothing. Due west to the mountains revealed nothing. Slowly he moved the scan to the south reaching beyond the southern coast. He found nothing in Clovermouth either.
Then, due south, he found a disturbance. A d’dec was fifteen leagues away, moving slowly. He studied it carefully. It wasn’t being engaged but moving toward the south, following the Bigbend Road alongside the Otan River. He pondered the information. Eager to kill her, he knew he needed to remain calm.
Perhaps the collapse had left her injured. He could imagine her slumped in the saddle of a horse, walking along the river bank. She would know he could find her, so she’d be hoping he wouldn’t be looking, but he was. He would let her live until daylight before killing her slowly.
Should he burn her alive or pull her apart piece by piece while she screamed in agony? Such cruelty was usually beneath him, but she held a special place in his world. Besides, it would set the tone for all the abominations he expected to execute in the next few years. Let her enjoy tomorrow’s sunrise, he thought. It would be her last. She’d embarrassed his student four times, and he would make her wish she hadn’t. Satisfied, he flew back to the residence to get some well-earned breakfast.
Eating alone gave him more time to think. He assumed she had moved only a short distance due to injury. But what if she was carrying a wounded person? The most logical choice would be Preem. It would help explain why he found his wizard’s coat without his body. Quon would approach her d’dec cautiously, just in case he was coming onto a wounded grand wizard, desperate like a cornered badger.
After breakfast, he set off through the same window, heading south.
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Pursued



Brodia sat cross-legged with his head cradled in her lap, waiting for the sun’s light to reach his black countenance. Yesterday, she cleaned Preem’s face as best she could, removing all the glass fragments she could find. Brodia checked on the sun sitting on the horizon; soon, its rays would touch his face to reveal any glass she’d missed.
Was her decision the right one, she thought as she waited. Preem’s life depended on making the correct choice. The survival of the fourth kingdom relied on what course she picked both last night and again today. It was a heavy burden. Yet, for now, it was hers alone to bear. A part of her feared she’d only made her decision selfishly to save the man she loved.
The sun moved slowly when you were waiting on it. Blood continued to seep from Preem’s many cuts, so she used a damp cloth to dab it away. She wouldn't bandage his head until she could be sure she had all the glass. 
The sun’s rays warmed her chest. What would this day bring? Of course, Count Quon was out there somewhere. Had Preem’s coat or her green beret fooled him into believing the stones of the Palace had crushed them? She prayed to Amira to protect Preem, who breathed steadily. If this morning were her last, at least she would die beside the one thing that mattered above all others.
Finally, the low sunbeams caught his face. She saw the glints from embedded glass shards twinkling against his black skin. Carefully, oh so carefully, Brodia pinched each piece to ease it out. Starting from his chin, she worked her way to his forehead. She bypassed his eyes, afraid of what she’d see when she opened those bloody eyelids that still seeped watery blood.
His forehead took the brunt of the collision with the window. She removed eleven pieces of glass before cleaning the area. By now, the sun was bright enough, so she couldn’t delay checking Preem’s eyes any longer. She lifted his left eyelid first and saw three tiny glints. “Next time, close your eyes,” she whispered, delicately removing each piece. Afterward, she dribbled a little water into the eye before letting it close. In the right eye, she found two pieces of glass to remove.
After placing two patches over his eyes, she lovingly wrapped his head in a bandage. Brodia stretched her back muscles after the strain of being so careful with Preem’s eyes. She wouldn’t leave him until he woke up, so she could find any other injuries.
The sun was a hand above the horizon when she heard him stir a little, rolling his head to the side with a slight groan. She felt his mind reach out for his d’dec.
“Lie still, my love,” she whispered into his ear. “Do not reach out with your mind because the count could be nearby.”
He lay still, not saying a word. Brodia rested her hand on his chest so he knew she was at his side. A minute later, he rested his hand on top of hers.
“What happened?” Preem asked, his voice a weak rasp.
“Count Quon destroyed the Palace, crushing everyone inside. The force threw you out of the window,” she replied, pausing before giving him the bad news. “The royal family must be dead, as no one could have survived. And little Roon is gone too, my love.”
Preem was silent again as he assimilated the information. She continued resting her hand on his chest. It was all the comfort she could give as she listened to his slow, shallow breaths.
He was on the verge of tears but held himself in control. “I can’t see; where are we?”
“I’ve bandaged your eyes which were cut by glass,” she replied before asking, “Do you feel any sharp pains? Is anything broken?”
“I ache, especially my eyes, but nothing is broken.”
“That’s good. I have some food here for you.” She placed a piece of cheese by his lips, but he didn’t try to eat it.
He lay there in silence for another minute. Then he patted her hand. “You have to go. Leave me here.”
“I’m not leaving you,” she replied, a sudden flash of indignation rising. Her heart wanted him to say he loved her, not tell her to go away.
“You must. The count can detect your d’dec; he may be coming already. Fly away as fast as possible. Out over the seas, try to get beyond where he can find you.”
Brodia wanted to thump his chest to beat some sense into him. But instead, she said, “I’m not leaving you I said. If the count comes, we’ll die together.”
“Brodia, for the realm. One of us must survive,” he pleaded. Then, more forcefully, he added, “I don’t need you anymore. Go away.”
“I’ll not.” This time she did thump his chest. “I’ll not.” Tears welled in her eyes. He didn’t want her anymore. Then she saw the tears bubbling from the corner of his eyes. She realized he was trying to save her. Leaning down, she whispered, “You can’t get rid of me, Preem Forma. We’ll face the future together. The realm needs its grand wizard.”
He clasped her hand to beat it twice against his chest softly. “Where is my mastyon? I can’t fight what I can’t see. You must be the grand wizard now.”
“Your mastyon remains in the rubble of the Palace,” she said. “I need my Zenii, and the count won’t find us.”
“But he will. If you stay here, he’ll find your d’dec.”
“I’m sure he will,” she replied. “But he’s welcome to take it. All the good it’ll do him because it’s contaminated like yours.” Preem shook his head slowly, not understanding her point. So, she said, “He’ll find my tarner floating south of here. I threw it into the Otan River.”
“How could you do that?” he asked, his voice sharp and disbelieving. “That’s all we are as wizards. Without our d’decs we’re nothing.” Certain that she had betrayed him, Brodia struggled to answer his challenge. Preem remained quiet after his first reaction, giving her time to think. 
“I did it to give us time,” she said finally. “What good do we do for Otanic if Quon kills us, giving us no chance of winning.” Brodia paused to gather more of her thoughts. “Once, you told me we are to lay down our lives for our realm. But that didn’t mean throwing our lives away in a grandiose display of ego. While we live, there is a chance. When we are dead, Harpin will never allow another Otanic wizard.”
She had said her piece, so she sat quietly, waiting for him to argue that she was wrong. Preem remained quiet, lying on the bed. Brodia glanced across the room to where Haam sat in a chair beside the door. He was staring at the floor as his knees flapped together. He seemed agitated. Maybe he was upset with her too.
[image: image-placeholder]After several minutes she asked if she had done the right thing.
“It was unexpected. What wizard would throw away their d’dec,” he mused softly. “Yet, it was the only thing that may save the kingdom.”
“But, was I right to do it?”
“Yes, Brodia. You were right. It gives us a chance. A small opportunity, but while one of us lives, the realm has hope. For now, we must be the fox, not the dog.”
“Then have some breakfast; we must get your strength back.” Again, she held the piece of cheese by his mouth. This time he ate.
“Where are we?” he asked once he finished the cheese.
“In Queen Foliana’s study room, on the third floor of the West Tower.”
“Queen Foliana?” he asked before answering his own question. “Of course.” He clasped her hand resting on his chest. The strength of his grip gave her real hope for the first time since the Palace collapsed.
“Come, sit up.” She swung his legs over the side of the bed, helping him sit up. He began eating some cheese and olives from a plate she gave him.
“How is he, ma’am?” Haam asked from his chair. The big man seemed upset. Was he concerned that two wizards had been arguing?
Brodia wanted to give the guardsman some encouragement. After all, it was all they had to offer for now. “He is stronger. But we must give him time to regain all his strength.”
Haam stood to pace near the door. Preem asked who else was in the room, so she whispered that there were only three, including corporal Haam of the King’s Guard. She watched the big man take four steps before turning to walk the same four steps back to the chair. It seemed silly to ask what could be upsetting the man. Outside the window, a dust cloud hid the Palace, now a pile of stones that buried the king. Nonetheless, she did ask him.
“I beg your pardon, ma’am, my lord,” Haam replied. “But I couldn’t help but overhear what you both were saying. I don’t know much about magic, except it scares me. But you were saying you don’t have your wizard’s stones.” Haam paused, looking at Brodia for confirmation. When she nodded, Haam continued, “Without your stones, you can’t do no magic?” Brodia nodded again. “Then how can we win?”
The simple question stopped Brodia. Was it enough to say there was still hope?
It was Preem who addressed the guardsman’s question. “Brodia and I are the only people from Otanic who can do magic. Yes, our wizard’s stones are gone for now. But while we live, we will find new stones. Then we will prepare to stop Harpin.”
“How long, my lord?” Haam asked as he sat on his chair. His legs still betrayed his nervousness.
Preem shrugged his shoulders. “I must first recover my strength.”
Brodia jumped into the conversation, saying, “We must walk to the Barrens to take new stones from the Valley of Towers. Once Wizard Preem has his sight back, we can go to this secret place to return as wizards again.”
“Beggin your pardon again, my lord. But you don’t need this simple soldier to do that. My duty is to my liege.” Haam stood. “I should be outside helping find my king or doing what I can to stop them Harpinian bastards.”
“The queen ordered you to stay with us,” Brodia said quickly. “For now, she is our ruler.”
“Aye, ma’am. ‘Tis true enough, so I will do as commanded,” Haam said plainly. “But I ask his lordship to release me from this order, so I can do what I can for my liege.”
“But –”
“Enough, Brodia,” Preem interrupted. Silence fell as Brodia waited to see what Zenii would say. After a moment, he said, “Corporal Haam, I release you from your orders to stay with us.”
“Thank you, my lord. I will –”
But Preem held up his hand to stop the corporal. “To have a chance against Harpin, we need more than people with magical abilities. We need a team dedicated to the cause. No member of that team can be wishing they were somewhere else. We can have no conscripts, only skilled people sworn to rebuild Otanic’s wizardry.” Preem paused. Brodia couldn’t add anything, so she waited, as did Haam. Presently, Preem concluded his speech. “Now that you are free to leave, I ask you to consider joining us. You can go out there to fight and die a brave man. I will never doubt your bravery or skill with the sword. But, are you willing to give that up for the realm?”
“My lord?”
“We need your protection. If we live, we will avenge the death of our king. For now, Harpin will take our kingdom. Only we can defeat a wizard to win it back from Harpin.”
“You’re asking me to leave my queen, my duty.”
“I’m asking you to choose your realm ahead of your queen. It is a hard choice. But I ask it of you.”
Brodia watched the corporal struggle with the request. It couldn’t be easy, just as it hadn’t been easy for her to give up her dreams for what the realm needed. “I will remain here with you,” he said at last.
“I want you to swear allegiance to our cause to avenge the attack on the Palace,” Preem said, his voice stronger.
“I swear allegiance to the wizards and revenge for the king,” Haam said, holding up his right hand.
Tears welled up for Brodia as if all the struggle was in that simple oath. She saw the power in the allegiance. So, she joined with her own oath. “I swear allegiance to avenging Roon’s death. I will not cease until the Kingdom of Otanic is back in its rightful hands.”
Preem was struggling to get up, so she supported his elbow. Holding up his right hand, he intoned, “I swear allegiance to the cause of avenging the deaths of those unjustly killed in this attack on our kingdom.” He sat heavily. She feared he was still too weak.
They each sat in silence. She knew it would mean little if they didn’t find a way out of the city. Haam was the first to break the silence. “Should I go outside to guard the door?”
“If you stand outside, it will say that someone important is inside,” she replied. “You must guard us from the inside.”
Preem nodded before saying, “We cannot use our names or titles. We need new names.”
She thought for a while. She could use her mother’s name but rejected it as too painful. For a reason she couldn’t understand, the name of a girl from school, who used to bully her endlessly about her boyish clothes, came to mind. “I’ll be Tipini.”
“And I’ll be Jastur,” Preem stated.
“Yes, my lord. I’m to call you Jastur,” Haam said.
“No ‘my lord’, or ‘Zenii’, or ‘ma’am’, just Jastur or Tipini,” she said. The corporal nodded. “You should change into regular clothes too.”
“The guardroom is nearby; I won’t be long, ma’am.”
“Remember to call me Tipini. Can you find food while you are out?”
“Yes, Tipini.” He left. She should have asked him to leave his sword behind. Walking around with that could also attract unwanted attention.
Brodia was impressed with the new enthusiasm from the corporal. She felt the same. All they needed to do was walk to the Barrens to rearm themselves with d’decs from the valley. It would be arduous, but she’d done it once, so she knew the way. First, they had to give Preem time to regain his sight and strength.
Sitting on the bed, she laid her hand on Preem’s knee.
“Are we alone?” he asked. When she assured him the room was empty, he said. “No more d’decs are lying in the Valley of the Towers. I took all that I could detect last time.”
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Finding Roon



Jisana was awake as soon as the sky lightened before the sun’s rise. She slipped off the bed, being careful not to wake Azaly. However, Roon’s sister was already half awake and asked Jisana if she was going to the Palace.
“Take me with you,” Azaly said when Jisana confirmed she would look for Roon.
Afraid of waking Roon’s parents sleeping in the other bed, Jisana whispered it was too dangerous. It was too dark to see Azaly’s expression, but Jisana sensed the girl would be difficult. “If you have something for Roon, I’ll take it with me to give him,” she whispered to the small girl.
By the time Jisana finished dressing in her street folk clothes, Azaly had dressed too. Roon’s sister gave her a little wooden doll with pieces of string to make the joints. It was the doll that Jisana often saw Azaly playing with.
“Tell him I miss him,” Azaly said. The hope in her voice almost changed Jisana’s mind. But there was no way she could take her new friend to the turmoil of the King’s Keep.
“I’ll tell him to come home to visit,” Jisana said, knowing it was a lie. “Say a prayer for him, Az.”
She left the tavern in her street clothes. Today she didn’t want anyone paying attention to a little girl. She fast walked along the roads toward the West Gate before turning up Hill Street toward the Palace. She didn’t bother with the gate to the Keep, going straight into the tunnels before finally sneaking back inside the Keep. The dust was less today, so she saw the pile, plain as could be. She didn’t think it was any lower.
Only a few people wandered about on this side. So, she passed through the abbey into the bustle of a search for survivors. Two lines of people continued taking the small blocks down from the pile, stacking them along the parapet. Through the fog-like dust, she could now see the looming West Tower disappearing into the cloud. Today she could see that only a part of the Palace had collapsed. The part containing the servant’s quarters still stood, raising her hopes for finding Squirt. She glanced at each man that came close to matching his height, quickly eliminating them as they had two working arms.
Twenty feet from the base of the rubble, the line of bodies had multiplied. The line from yesterday had doubled in length, plus a new line started past the first one. Jisana ambled along the first line, checking each body. Beside some bodies, people knelt, keening their sorrow to their favorite God. Jisana stepped around these small groups that belonged to a different world than hers. These people were the sad ones who had lost hope for their loved ones; Jisana still belonged to the group with hope.
There was nothing more desperate for her soul than walking that line. Any chance of affecting the outcome was beyond her. All she could do was look as she kept praying. What if she saw the Green Wizard? Finding Roon was bad enough, but finding her hero would mean the end of Otanic. 
At the end of the first line, she sighed before turning to walk along the second line. Just a little further, she thought. She stepped around another woman crying her anguish beside the body of a servant in their checkered uniform. Jisana was still part of the group with hope.
Near the end of the second line, she joined the no-hopers.
A gray statue with his left arm bound across his chest lay on his back. If there was any blood, the dust caking his face hid it. She half collapsed; half knelt beside him. Her tears wouldn’t stop as she gently pushed an errant strand of hair from his face.
“Roon, Roon, why you?” she sobbed softly, unaware of the people who continued to search the line. She no longer belonged to that group, the ones who still had hope.
Jisana delicately pushed Azaly’s wooden doll inside Roon’s jerkin. If she knew any prayers for the dead, she would say them, but she didn’t. So, all she could do was appeal to Amira to look after Roon’s soul in the Hall of the Gods.
As she squatted there beside Roon’s still body, her hand reached for the hilt of her knife. Should she leave it with him? But then she thought about Otanic’s wizards. With them gone, Otanic would be defenseless before Harpin’s massive armies. Maybe those armies were already marching through Otanic. She would need her knife because she was going to fight.
[image: image-placeholder]“Did you know him, little girl?” a man’s deep voice asked from above. 
Without lifting her head, she said, “Yes.”
“He was an apprentice wizard.” The voice added as if she wouldn’t have known this already.
Jisana rested her hand on Roon’s chest where she had stuffed Azaly’s doll. “I knew them all, Wizard Preem, the Green Wizard,” she said softly. “I was part of their team.” A piece of her warned her to keep this secret, but somehow not admitting it felt like betraying Squirt.
“What’s your name, little girl?”
This time she did look up. A man stood over her. Dressed in ordinary clothes, he wore a rapier at his hip. Did she recognize this mountain of a man? Shouldn’t he be dressed in the poppy-red uniform of a guardsman? “Jisana,” she replied.
“Wait here.” He turned to walk across the lawn to the West Tower. Should she run before he returned? She didn’t, feeling locked to this spot for Roon’s sake. The man walked with a military step. After he disappeared into the West Tower, she watched the door for his return. After a minute, her attention returned to Roon lying beside her. Fresh tears came to her eyes as she looked at his battered gray face.
Several minutes passed before she heard that deep voice again. “Come with me.” Nothing else by way of a reason, but the softness in his voice gave her some assurance. She followed him through the fog-like dust to the West Tower.
As soon as she passed through the heavy wooden door, he pushed it shut. He had to lean down to check through the little door window. Finally, he grunted satisfactorily before closing the door’s small shutter.
“If you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you myself.” The tall man didn’t wait for an answer; he just climbed the steps, so she followed. Around they went, she glanced out of the slit windows at the green fields over the river. These fields belonged to a different life. Then he stopped to knock on a door, two quick taps, and then three. When the door opened, she saw the Green Wizard standing there.
She was home. Jisana ran into Brodia’s arms, sobbing. “I seen Roon. He’s lying out on the lawn, beaten like a slab of old meat,” she cried, letting it all out. Brodia didn’t say a word, just holding her. When Jisana finally pulled back, she saw a stranger sitting on the bed, his head wrapped in bandages. “What happened?” she asked.
“Harpin’s grand wizard destroyed the Palace, trapping everyone,” Brodia said, holding Jisana’s shoulders to stare into her eyes. “You need a good wash.”
“I should have been with him. He sent me away.”
“Indeed. If he hadn’t sent you away, then you’d be dead too,” the man on the bed said. His voice sounded familiar. “Instead, you’re alive with the chance to avenge him,” the man said, his voice raspy. “But only if you want to.”
His challenge of her feelings angered her instantly. “Of course I do,” she responded. “Who’re you to say otherwise?”
“Good, because we plan to avenge our friends. You want to avenge Roon; I want to avenge my apprentice and king.” Now she recognized that voice despite its raspy edge. “You may join us or go your own way to find a corner where you can live out your life.”
“Will you have a street girl, Wizard Preem?” she asked. She couldn’t understand where her sudden resolve came from.
“Indeed, I will. But you’re to call me Jastur always. Brodia is now Tipini.”
Codenames, Jisana felt an uplifting sense of purpose. “Yes, Jastur. Will we kill this grand wizard from Harpin?” 
The man in bandages nodded. “Him, plus all who plotted this attack.”
Jisana glanced at the big man standing by the door. He had a broad smile on his face. “Then I will join you,” she said.
“Swear allegiance to our cause in the words of your choosing,” Preem said.
She thought for a moment. She’d never sworn to anything, though she did remember stories where a prince vowed to save a beautiful princess. Jisana raised her right hand before saying firmly, “I swear allegiance to avenge my friend Squirt and those in the Palace that treated us fairly. But death for those that killed them. This I swear to the Gods, wherever they may be.”
“Good enough, Jisana. Welcome to our group.”
“Do we have a name?” she asked. All the stories gave names to the great causes.
“Not yet. Time may give us one when it is obvious to us all what that name is.”
Jisana always wanted to become part of something bigger than herself. Now, her dreams not only continued to exist, but Roon was a part of them because they would avenge his death. If not today or next week, then later. She sensed this group would never stop until they had their vengeance. Because she was part of something bigger, it didn’t matter if she lived to see that revenge. If the enemy killed her, then these people would avenge her too.
Still, she owed something else to Roon. “With your permission, I will tell Roon’s family that I found his body. His little sister, Azaly, will be heartbroken.”
“Indeed. But keep our most precious secret.”
“I will never betray you, Jastur or ... was it Tupani?”
“Tipini. Haam is also a trusted member of the allegiance. We are four.”
She turned to see the big man standing by the door, returning his smile. The giant with a sword who had once stopped that grist from trying to kill her. The same man who carried her back when the beggars trapped her and Roon. This man was the bodyguard. Then she realized she was the same. The small group had two wizards with two bodyguards.
Jisana peeked at the wizards. Neither seemed to have their tarners or mastyons. For now, the group would rely on the guards. “I will check to see if there is an entrance to the tunnels from this tower. If I find one, it will be useful, I think.”
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The Funeral



Lying on the bed, he allowed the dark world to swirl slowly around him. Today would be his funeral, but unlike most funerals, he doubted this one would bring him relief. If he were honest, he’d say he was sorry for himself. And as bad as this attitude was, he couldn’t pull himself out of it. Brodia’s nighttime search of the Palace ruins failed to find any d’decs. It meant that Quon had taken their last easy chance to find a wizard’s stone. Preem had placed his hopes on snatching one from the rubble to hide deep in the tunnels beyond Quon’s reach. It left him despondent.
Part of his problem was his injuries trapped him in this room. After two days of not leaving his bed, he began walking around the room yesterday, bumping into furniture until Haam stacked the chairs in one corner. Preem was keen to get outside so he could feel the wind on his face. However, his keepers treated him like a piece of royal porcelain.
“They’ve built the pyre.” That was Brodia’s voice coming from a few feet away. “They should start the ceremony soon.”
“Describe what you see,” he said, throwing his emotions into today’s funeral until it was time to part company with the alliance.
“The sky is blue with a couple of small clouds,” Brodia said. “They set the pyre near the abbey entrance. Only a few workers are walking about the dust-covered lawn. The green keep is now gray. I can see a large crowd outside the Keep’s closed iron gates.”
The dull ache in his eyes was worse today, destroying his hope that it would improve. He was blind; that much was obvious. He was a blind wizard without a d’dec, as useful as a leather sword. Despite his enthusiasm when they swore allegiance, he saw that the group would be better off without him, which meant he should leave the game. After the funeral, he’d make an excuse before disappearing into the streets of Kefnu.
“Jastur, do you know what anniversary happened today?” Brodia asked him.
Her question pulled him out of his malaise. “No.”
“This day, last year, you held an apprentice search meeting in my village,” she said.
Could it have been a year ago? It seemed as if he’d known Brodia forever, yet that apprentice meeting felt like it happened only a few months ago. “Are you sure?”
“It was my seventeenth birthday,” she said. “Can you believe my father sold me to the Daffodils on my birthday? That was his present to me.”
He wanted to say that he was her birthday present that day, but his plans for after this funeral stopped him from responding warmly. “You never told me. So, today is your birthday?”
“Yes. And today, I’ll see myself burned into oblivion. It was what those Daffodils had planned for me last year.” Brodia paused. “Somehow, that feels right.”
A sense of guilt hit him. Could he really abandon her today and change her birthday memories to dust as it must be for her father? “It will be a painful day for your father.”
“Good!” she said. “It’s the will of the Gods that he suffers for what he did.”
“You should forgive him for selling you or not returning to the capital that first time,” Preem said, thinking this could be his last lesson for her. “Holding this hatred only weakens you.”
“Oh, I have real reasons for hating him,” Brodia responded. But when he asked her what her father did to deserve such deep feelings, she replied, “One day I’ll tell you. But I’m not ready yet. One day, I promise.”
Silence fell in the room. He heard Brodia walking about the room, feeling a slight breeze when she walked by the bed. Haam was a heavy breather, he hadn’t noticed that before, but his hearing was more acute, as if making up for his blindness. He stayed on the bed, trying to decide what to do.
Finally, he asked her about the city he could no longer see. “You say the Keep is gray, covered in dust. How do the city streets look?”
“Dusty too, at least near the Keep. But Frankun market is clean, with the market stalls still colorful. It looks no different, especially after yesterday’s rain.”
“And no one recognizes you when you go to the market?” he asked.
“I wear a bright yellow dress with a large yellow bonnet. Everyone sees me, but none give my face a second look.” He felt her walk past him again before she added, “Besides, the people’s souls are dusty. They hang their heads as if half their life is gone. Everyone waits for Harpin to arrive. No one believes Queen Foliana will be queen in a few weeks.”
“I see.” Silence fell once more in the room.
After some time, Brodia said from the window, “They are bringing out the bodies now. First is the man dressed in your purple-stripped coat and gray-brown hat. They’re laying him in the middle of the pyre. The man was a diplomat from Jongiloc. The only man with a face as black as yours, Jastur.” She paused as Preem heard the faint sounds of preparation come from outside. “Now it’s my turn,” she continued, “a woman in my long coat and green beret. She’s lying on your right, Jastur.”
“As it befits you,” he said. Brodia described them bringing Roon. He was the only person who wasn’t a pretender. She said they had unbound his arm. Preem thought it an excellent consideration, saying, “He’ll go to the Gods whole.”
Brodia continued her commentary. “The guards have opened the gates so the crowd can come in. They are forming a line forty feet from the pyre. Now the families are coming out from the abbey, my father leads, then your family, and lastly Roon’s. They stand before the crowd, facing their children on the pyre.”
Preem asked many questions. Brodia said that his parents looked sad. That Jisana stood with Roon’s family, wearing a blue and orange dress. “She is crying,” Brodia added.
“She was close friends with Roon.”
After a moment’s silence, Brodia said, “Queen Foliana is leaving the abbey to stand in front of the pyre, facing the families.”
Preem heard Haam’s footsteps as he joined Brodia at the window. “Do you see the count?” Preem asked.
“No. He wouldn’t come, would he?” she said.
“He’ll have some spies in that crowd. Make sure they can’t see you at the window.” But Brodia assured him they had pulled the drapes, so they were looking through a narrow gap. “How does the queen look, Haam?” Preem asked. Haam was much taller than Brodia, so Preem imagined he would be looking over the top of her head.
“Well, my lord.”
“Jastur, Haam. Our only defense is the words we use. The count is no fool. He’ll be listening to the rumors surging through the city.”
“Aye, ... Jastur.”
“The queen is giving a sermon,” Brodia said. “Damn it, I can’t hear what she’s saying.”
“No one should hear their own eulogy, Tipini.”
“She’s stopped. Now the three fathers step to the pyre; each has a torch. They light the pyre. It catches fast, hiding our bodies in flames and smoke. I’m glad her majesty followed your advice to burn away any later examination.”
“The Count thinks he’s won. We cannot let him know we are still in the middle of that game. An apprentice down, but with enough pieces to turn the match around.”
Someone sat on the bed, it smelled like Brodia. She placed her hand on his chest, so he rested his hand on top. She didn’t say a word; she didn’t need to. In the background, he heard Haam walking back to the door. He was surprised that this funeral brought some easing of his pain. It gave him strength.
“Good, it’s done,” he said.
“It’s my mother, I mourn. And Ipin, who I should have protected. But I failed him,” she said, her voice almost breaking. “For that, I cannot forgive myself.”
Preem squeezed her hand resting on his chest. “We can only do our best. Sometimes that best falls far short of what we demand of ourselves. You are a good sister. Even when you aren’t a reflection of the one you hope to be.”
“Thank you.” Her voice sounded better. Preem was still her teacher, but it wasn’t enough. How could he protect her too? She needed a different kind of protector now. Twice a day, he heard the sword lessons Haam gave her. She was as intense with Haam as when she first learned magic.
A couple of minutes of silence passed as he held her hand. She gave him the strength to continue. “Happy birthday,” he whispered for her ears only. “I’ve asked Jisana to join us after the funeral.” He didn’t add that she was bringing him a package. Brodia whispered that she liked the young girl. Preem did too. “Hey, Haam,” he called out. “Do you like Jisana?”
“She has a lot of spirit. I do like her.”
“What do you think of being on a team with as many women as men?”
This time the reply took a while to come. “Strange. But it isn’t a weak team.” Haam’s answer made Preem think he was now the weak link in the anchor chain. He wondered how Haam would feel when he became the only man on the team.
“Get used to it,” Brodia said from beside him. Preem heard the conviction in her voice. “We each have different skills. We each have an important part. That is where our power comes from.”
“Yes, Tipini.”
Preem heard the reverence in how Haam said her assumed name. “You should address us as if we’re beggars. With contempt in your voice.” But Haam assured Preem that he could never do that. “Practice,” Preem said. “Just as you practice your sword fighting.”
“Tipini,” Haam said evenly. “Tipini, Jastur,” he said a little harder.
“Beggin’s yars pardon sirs. But’s cans ya gives me’s a crowns. Fa’s me’s baby,” Preem said, knowing he needed to practice too.
“Get lost you wretch,” Haam called back, this time he conveyed slight anger. It was an improvement.
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“Hi Jisana.” That was Brodia. “What do you have in the package?” 
Jisana said it was some street folk clothes.
“Those should be for me,” he said from the bed. “I’ll be needing them when I go out.” As he expected, Brodia immediately said it was too dangerous. She sounded like his mother from his childhood. But this was too important to put off any longer. “We must leave before the Harpin army gets to Kefnu. I need to build my strength by going for long walks.” He did his best to sound neutral. “Indeed, it’s dangerous, but not too much. Jisana will be my guide. We’ll keep to the tunnels.”
“Haam,” Brodia said, pulling in support for her argument, “what do you think?”
“Jastur has to get strong. I don’t know where we’re going, but it will require walking. Jastur, the beggar, should be a good disguise.”
Pleasantly surprised at Haam’s support, Preem said, “There. It’s three to one. Come Tipini, help me change into these clothes,” he added, trying to get her involvement.
A few minutes later, he wore scratchy clothes as Jisana led him by his elbow down the spiral stairs. He ran his right hand along the wall as he felt his way down. Jisana warned him when the steps started or ended. She guided him across a stone floor into a cooler area, where he walked carefully down a steep ramp that turned back on itself several times. Jisana was behind him, holding onto his shoulder.
At the bottom, he scrunched through an opening before standing again.
“We are in the tunnels now,” she said softly. “We should get a walking stick to help you feel your way.”
“I’m sure we can find one in the land around the city when we leave.” She asked when they would exit the city. He sensed in her question a new hope, which he didn’t feel in himself. “In a few days, so I must walk to build my strength once more. When we leave, we must get as far from the city as possible.” The sound here had a different quality to it.
He let her lead him along for some time in the cool air before he asked, “Can you take me to the street?”
“Jastur, you promised to walk in the tunnels,” she said. But Preem explained to her that he wanted to feel the sun on his face again, claiming it would help him heal. After a moment, she said, “Alright, but let’s not tell Tipini; she’ll get upset with me.”
She led him up a twisting ramp. He kept his hand on the wall, staying close, aware that a long drop existed to the outside. Being blind was far scarier than he could have imagined a week ago. They passed through doors until he smelled the fresh air again. A moment later, he felt the sun's warmth through the bandages on his face. “Are we near a tavern? Can we sit to beg?” He wanted to know if he could be a blind beggar.
“You let me do the talking then. You can be the blind, mute street folk.”
“I’ve been practicing,” he responded, strolling beside her. “I can talk like a beggar.”
“This is my world, Jastur. If you don’t sound right, we’ll be in trouble, and I won’t be able to save us.”
“Indeed, you’re –“
“Hush now,” she whispered quickly, “someone’s coming.”
She pushed him roughly aside until he felt the stone wall by his left hand. “Get away, scum.” A deep male voice said before Preem heard several footsteps pass by them.
Jisana led him on a little further before telling him to sit on the ground. The spot smelled of stale urine, but he trusted the girl. She pushed what felt like a wooden bowl into his hands. “A begging bowl, remember, not a word.”
She sat beside him, resting her hand on his knee, while he sat in the sunlight, feeling the warmth on his face. It was an adventure unlike any other he could remember. “One tap means don’t talk; two taps means we’re alone,” she whispered. He nodded. Caught up in this jeopardy, his other plans disappeared for the moment.
“What did the people behind you say at the funeral today?” he asked. “Did anyone say they didn’t believe we had died?”
“People were sad. But I did hear a woman say she was glad Brodia was dead. I hated her; she was saying women should never be wizards, claiming it was the God’s that brought the Palace down ‘cause of us having a woman wizard.”
“I would think Brodia would be a hero among all the women,” he said.
“Among most, yes. But there are always some that think differently. We’re not all the same.”
“Of course not, I just thought on this, you’d all –” She tapped his knee once.
A moment later, he heard her say, “Please, ma’ams. Cans ya helps me blind father. He be blinds from tha Palace dust, helping ‘em finds tha bodies.” He held up the bowl. A small coin tinkled into it.
“You’re a terrible liar, little girl,” it was a woman’s voice, but the softness belied her words. “He’s probably not even blind.” The woman chuckled kindly. “He’s as black as iron, but you’re as white as the summer clouds.”
“Thanks ya kindly ma’ams.”
He sat quietly, satisfied that the woman had accepted him as a beggar.
Jisana continued their previous conversation, “No one I heard doubted that you were all dead. However, it took some quick work to make Brodia look right. The dead woman was too tall, and we couldn’t find Brodia’s green beret. So, we had to buy a new one, scraping it to look right.”
“It was an important detail to remember,” he said. He always marveled at the level of detail needed to perpetuate a lie. Like finding someone with the same skin color as his. “Next time, make me your uncle by marriage.”
“Here comes a fancy carriage driven by two gray horses,” she said, tapping his knee once. “If it stops, it's often good for a crown. Hold up the bowl.”
He listened to the clop of two horses drawing closer. The rhythm of the hooves slowed to a stop. “Cans ya helps a poor blinds man, sirs,” Jisana said, leaving his side. “He be’s me uncle by marriages, I’s must feeds tha fool.”
“I can, little girl.” Preem recognized the voice. He gripped the bowl so hard he was certain he would break it. “For another crown, do you know a boy named Nip?”
“I’s heard of him’s. Seen him’s two days back, near tha Palace ruins,” Jisana’s raspy voice responded. Despite his fury, Preem admired her calmness as she added, “Not since, sirs.”
“Call my master, my lord, little girl.” This deep voice came from much higher, maybe the carriage driver.
“Here’s a crown,” the familiar voice said. “Are the beggars upset about the Palace.”
“Naw, m’lord. I’s hopes thems wizards are deads, they’s was nasty ta us, m’lord.”
“Here’s a third crown. Don’t worry about the wizards. I’ve killed all five of them.”
Preem held his breath, squeezing the bowl, as he listened to this monster he’d sworn to kill.
“Fives, m’lord?” Jisana asked. “I’s only heard ofs three of ‘em, m’lord.”
“I killed an apprentice fifteen years ago, and the old wizard last year.”
The count’s words tore through Preem. He couldn’t sit any longer. He struggled to his feet. The foolishness of what he planned to do wasn’t lost on him, but he felt compelled to make this man choke on his words.
“Ya must be’s powerfuls, m’lord,” Jisana said, her back to Preem.
Preem wanted to challenge his enemy, but only garbled words came out. He staggered toward the monster’s voice. Then his leg was kicked out from him, making him fall hard onto the stone street.
“Pardons me uncle, good sirs.” Preem heard Jisana say. “But he’s minds be gone in alls this dust.”
“He should be more respectful of his lordship,” the carriage driver said.
“I’s can kicks tha old fools, if that’s pleases ya, m’lord,” Jisana said from beside Preem’s head. She was holding him down.
“No need for that little girl,” the lord said. The kindness in his voice only infuriated Preem more as he tried to lift his head. Preem heard the horses start to walk again. The bastard was getting away! The man called out, “If you see Nip, tell him the Count wants to see him.” Preem heard the dull clinks of a heavy coin bouncing on the cobbles.
When the sound of horses drifted away, Jisana helped Preem to his feet. She asked, “Was that him, the Count?”
“Indeed. I thought you were meant to protect me,” he said, still angry at his own foolishness.
“I did. This time my protection was to trip you,” she replied whimsically. “Hopefully, next time, it will be something better.”
The true stupidity of his actions hit him then. He put not only himself but also Jisana at risk. “Take me back. I’ve no stomach for staying out any longer.”
When they were safely back in the tunnels, he had calmed himself. He asked, “How many crowns did he give you?” She replied that the count gave her four crowns. “Throw them away; we don’t want them.” But the little rebel said she would keep them. “Why?” he asked. “It's blood money.”
“One day, I’ll give them back to Quon. So, he’ll know who’s about to kill him.”
Her idea shocked him. But it had a perverse sense of justice for him, so he muttered, “Indeed.” The one big problem now was dealing with Brodia’s wrath when she learned what he’d done. “Don’t tell Brodia I tried to attack the count. She’ll never let me out again.” 
Jisana assured him it was their secret. As he walked through the tunnels with this amazing young girl, he realized he had a purpose once more. Once again, he was a full member of the allegiance.
[image: image-placeholder]Back in Foliana’s study room, he let Jisana tell the story of meeting Count Quon. Brodia asked several pointed questions before stating that Jisana should throw away the coins.
“Jisana wants to give them back to the count, just as she’s killing him,” Preem said from the bed. “To remind him who the allegiance is.”
“That’s our name,” Jisana called out in her low husky voice. “We’re the Four Crowns.”
“Wonderful,” he said. The others agreed. He felt the resolve in the room; the name was as perfect as any name could be. When Jisana handed him one of the crowns, he put it into a special pocket so he’d never lose it. Soon they would need to meet with the queen before they left this city. The West Tower remained closed, so meeting here would create too many rumors. “Jisana, is there a way into the South Tower from the tunnels?” he asked. She didn’t know, so Preem asked her to go with Haam to find if an entrance existed.
Once the door closed with their departure, he lay on the bed with his hands clasped behind his head. It was time to discuss private plans. “We must find a new d’dec,” he said. “One that the count will not notice is gone.”
“We could search for mine. It may still be in the river,” Brodia suggested.
“Too hard, besides we have no means of catching up to it. It must be close to Otanmouth by now,” he said. “No, I have another idea.”
After discussing his idea, Preem took a moment to reflect on the vagaries of life. Two hands ago, he saw no role or purpose for himself. Then Brodia needed his counsel before the count finally gave him new resolve. For now, he had his intelligence to offer to the Four Crowns, but he wouldn’t stop until either he or the Count of Broditch was dead.
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Egan Again



At the first hint of morning gray, Brodia set off with the other Four Crowns from Foliana’s study room. It was the third day after the funeral pyre had burned away her imposter.
The queen’s official closing of the West Tower ensured they didn’t have to fear anyone seeing them as they made their way to the tower’s lowest levels.
Yesterday, Preem dictated a letter for Brodia to write to Queen Foliana. The Four Crowns agreed it was time to meet the queen for one last time before leaving the city. Brodia remembered the words Preem gave her.
“While you mourn, those you cremated will haunt you far down in the south, ere the next sun’s red light rekindles the thorny pyre. FC”
In the past three days, Preem had strengthened in ways that made her heart sing. She hadn’t realized how depressed he was, but now his fervor rivaled Jisana’s, leaving Brodia wondering if she was the odd one out because she continued to cling to the hope that he would see again. Certainly, Preem didn’t mind, nor did Jisana, who took him walking daily. She even called him her blind man.
With the streets crowded tomorrow because of the royal funeral, Brodia would stay in the room as it only took one person recognizing her to destroy all this deception. It meant today was her last day for shopping.
She let Jisana guide Preem down the stairs. He preferred her gentle touch, while Brodia had to admit they looked like a daughter guiding her father. Haam led the way, carrying a torch, while she walked behind Jisana, holding up a torch so the young girl could see the steps. Brodia hid something dear to her heart in a small cloth-wrapped package.
The spiral staircase became tighter below the ground level. The first level contained the tower storage room; they walked past its locked, heavy oaken door. The second level opened to the dungeons, deserted after the Palace collapsed. The staircase ended at the third level with an open area containing old furniture needing repair. On the far side was a small door leading to the tunnels.
The way down was a ramp that twisted back and forth, barely wide enough for two persons. Jisana followed Preem, who ran his left hand along the wall as he descended. Brodia was impressed with the confidence of his strides. A shiver ran along her spine when she tried to imagine walking down this deadly ramp with her eyes closed. Haam would stop at each turn to ensure Preem didn’t walk off the ramp. At the bottom, Haam waited at the locked door for Jisana to show her skills. Was any locked door safe when a streetwise person found it?
“The air smells fresh here. I believe I like the tunnels,” Preem commented. They were the first words anyone had said since they left the room. “No need to lock the door this time, Jisana. We’ll be back soon.”
“Yes, Jastur.”
The tunnel sloped down, following the hill from the city bluffs. Haam continued to lead as Jisana told him to turn left at the first junction. A minute later, the little girl stopped outside another low door before quickly picking its lock. Then up another twisting ramp to a large landing outside a locked door.
“We will wait here, Haam,” Preem instructed, “while you bring Queen Foliana to us. It’s important that the ladies-in-waiting or other servants not see us. Any of them could be spies for Harpin.”
Jisana unlocked the door to let Haam slip through, leaving the three of them with a single torch as they huddled together on the cool slab of rock. Preem sat on the cold floor, resting his back against the wall. When Jisana sat beside him, resting her hand on his knee, Brodia felt jealous, even though she knew there was only friendship in the gesture.
She sat on the other side of Preem, resting her hand on his other knee. “You’re a lucky man, Jastur. Two young women attend to you.”
“Indeed, I am.” He smiled. Despite his bandages, she sensed his whole face was part of that smile. Then he became serious, saying, “While we wait, what rumors are rolling around the city? The people have had time to talk in the three days since our funerals.”
Brodia admitted to hearing rumors about the Green Wizard living in the Barrens, while Jisana heard the same. She also heard others about all three wizards fleeing to the south. Plus, one story talked about the Green Wizard living in the tunnels. It was a rumor that was too close to the truth.
“We must influence these rumors,” Preem said. “Whenever we hear a rumor, we should guide it toward the same story, that the wizards fled to the north to hide in the enemy’s villages where no one would recognize them.”
As they discussed the rumors, Brodia finally heard movement on the other side of the door. They each stood. Brodia suddenly realized that death could be coming. She pulled out her ash’tin knife after seeing Jastur pull her knife from a hidden place.
The door creaked open slowly, revealing the familiar face of her friend, who was now the Queen of Otanic.
“Your Majesty,” Brodia said, slipping her knife back into the folds of the dress she’d taken to wearing as a disguise. They each bowed or curtsied.
“Please, there is no need for formalities,” Queen Foliana said, clearly relieved to see them.
“It reminds us that we serve the realm,” Preem said. “And you are the head of that realm, your Majesty.”
The queen turned to gaze at Preem as if not recognizing him with his bandaged eyes or ordinary clothes. “Wizard Preem, it is a true pleasure to see you. Are you recovered?”
“Mostly, ma’am. As well as I can hope for.”
Brodia heard Preem’s words, but she prayed to the Gods to save his sight.
“Well, it is good to see you; we have missed your counsel these past few days. And you, little girl, who are you? Did we see you at the funeral pyre?”
“Yes, ma’am. I am Jisana, a close friend of apprentice Roon.”
Brodia heard the slight catch in Jisana’s husky voice as she mentioned Roon’s name. Foliana must have heard it too, as she commiserated with Jisana on her lost friend. Brodia wondered how Foliana was dealing with the loss of her parents. It was too easy to assume royalty was something different. Still, Brodia was uncomfortable asking about Foliana’s losses.
“Your grace, we will be leaving the city in three days,” Preem said in a firm voice. “I wanted to warn you about King Tarik’s plans.” Foliana nodded, but Preem couldn’t see this, so she told him to continue. “Harpin will want to join the two royal houses together through marriage,” Preem said. “The count will propose that you go to Harpin City to accept their peace offer in exchange for the annexation of Otanic. They will seal the deal with a wedding. Your grace should not go. To get the best deal for Otanic, we must separate the Crown Prince from his father.”
“We too expect this,” Foliana said. “Do you have any advice on how we avoid being forced to go?”
“The count can force you, my Queen. But it would risk any long-term peace if he insults you in the eyes of your people. Your grace must make him uncomfortable so you can seek a weakness to exploit.”
“Making people uncomfortable is our strength, Wizard Preem.” But Preem didn’t respond. “What other advice do you have for us?”
“We will seek a place to plan our revenge. We go to the northeastern region of Harpin, where we will call our group the Four Crowns, your grace.”
“Ahh, we see. This is the ‘FC’. An interesting name.”
“Young Jisana likes code names. This one made itself apparent three days ago when we dressed as beggars.”
The queen glanced at the little girl. “We look forward to hearing the story of this code name one day and your own story, lady Jisana.”
Brodia sensed the meeting was ending. “I have a small request of your grace,” she said. “Can you keep this safe?” Brodia presented her small package wrapped in yellow cloth with a light blue ribbon.
Foliana took the proffered package. Feeling its shape under the cloth, she smiled as she said, “We will keep it safe, Wizard Brodia. But now we must retire back to the world of public view.”
“Your grace,” all three of them said in chorus.
“Good luck. May the Gods protect the Four Crowns.” Foliana passed back through the door. A moment later, Haam rejoined them.
Haam led them back to the West Tower, with Jisana locking each door along the way.
[image: image-placeholder]A hand later, Brodia was back in the tunnels with Jisana. The girl led her to the exit outside the Keep so she could walk to Frankun market. Jisana asked several questions about leaving the city. Brodia sensed that the girl was worried they would leave her behind. So, she assured Jisana that not only did Preem want her with the group, but she liked her too.
“For too long, I’ve been the only woman. I will enjoy your company,” Brodia said. She didn’t add about the surprise she expected to pick up for Jisana today. “As for when we leave. That is Jastur’s decision, but I think it will be the day after the funeral.”
“He needs a stick to help him find his way,” Jisana said. “I’ve seen a few blind men using one.”
Although Jisana’s idea was good, Brodia wasn’t prepared to give up on Preem’s sight. Even one eye was better than none. Besides, the wizard’s axiom that they couldn’t fight what they couldn’t see was undeniable. “Perhaps he isn’t really blind.”
“He’s pretending?”
“No. The glass hurt his eyes. But I hope at least one can recover in time.”
When they reached the alleyway south of the Keep, Brodia parted company from Jisana. Walking with a street urchin wouldn’t look good for a well-dressed woman. Jisana would spend the morning with an old friend at the West Gate, collecting any news she could. 
Once Jisana turned the corner from the alleyway, Brodia set off for the market. She would buy food for the road, plus visit the local blacksmith who had been making something she had ordered a few days ago.
She spent her time at the market’s red stall, buying two hundred strips of dried meats. She also bought several apples, sweet ones that Preem preferred, plus a few sour ones she liked.
With the sack of food slung over her shoulder, Brodia walked to the northern edge of the market. Here was the blacksmith’s shop with the forge. Entering the forge brought back memories of Nifbar, even though she’d never seen him in a blacksmith’s shop. But that was from another life when she was an immature young girl.
“Morning, Master Smith,” she called to the massive barrel of a man pounding out yellow-hot iron on his anvil. “Did you complete my things?”
“Ah, Miss Tipini,” he said in his deep friendly voice. “I finished them yesterday. And, even if I say it myself, the walking stick is a fine piece of work. Fit for a gentleman.”
Laying his large hammer on the anvil, the blacksmith waddled to the back room, returning with a long wooden cane. She took the three-foot light-brown cane to test its weight. The six-inch handle had three narrow bands of brass. The blacksmith had evenly spaced another five bands along the rest of the cane. Brodia planned to give it to Haam so he wouldn’t be so conspicuous. She pulled out the handle, revealing the narrow rapier blade. She bent her wrist so the blade’s tip aligned with her forearm; she thrust the sword forward, keeping her arm straight. It felt good, but would Haam be satisfied enough to give up the sword he carried at his hip? She pushed the blade back into the walking stick.
She asked about the second piece of work she commissioned. The smithy took a strange knife off a bench. The metal-handled dagger had no guard and was the same length as her ash’tin dagger. Its balance was where the blade met the handle.
“Are they good?” the smithy asked.
“They are.” She took out five silver crowns as payment. The smithy put up his hands, saying they agreed on four crowns. “I like the work; my wife will like this knife too.” Then on an impulse, she pulled out her special crown. “Can you mark this in some distinct way?”
“These coins might become a rarity soon,” the master smith said as he took the crown to turn it over in his meaty hands. “I can score a cross on its back if you like?”
“Good,” she replied. But his words about the coins disappearing gave her pause. This simple idea marked the future she desperately wanted to prevent. “Soon, we will have new coins,” she said to the smithy. “But not ones with the usurper king’s head on it. No, the new ones will have Queen Foliana’s sweet face.”
The smith glanced around to ensure they were alone. “I commend your attitude, lady. But we’d be best served if we watch what we say. Otanic is naked without its wizards.”
At his anvil, the smith ran a special tool over it twice before returning it. “Here you are, ma’am. No charge.” Across the coin’s back, she saw two neat lines cut into its surface, forming an ‘X’.
“Thank you,” she said before walking out.
Strolling back up the hill through the side streets, Brodia felt things going right again. This sword, disguised as a walking stick, was perfect for Haam. Walking with a rapier suspended from his left hip screamed out that he was military. But after several days of lessons, Brodia understood the power of a sword in his hands. Of course, all she could do with a sword was thrust it forward. The lessons on parrying or cutting would come later, Haam assured her.
As she walked, she twirled the cane in her hand, thinking of Jisana’s words about Preem’s blindness. Maybe this cane would be helpful to him too.
Not many people walked the streets today. She suspected they would remain subdued until after the royal funeral tomorrow. Still, the air was clear, so she relaxed her mind. It was a mistake because she didn’t notice the large man standing in a side alley until he stepped to block her way.
She recognized him in an instant, even after a year.
“Where’s ya goings, little lady?” he said, standing with his arms akimbo. “Methinks ya’s remembers me? And I’s remembers ya too.”
“Keep away from me,” she warned, stepping back. “Remember what happened last time.”
“I’s hear ya ain’t gots no wand no mores. I’s can gets big coins for ya,” he said, taking a step toward her. Brodia twisted away from him, going in the one direction he didn’t expect. He smiled, showing off his broken teeth. “But first I’s can finish what I’s began afore I’s thinks.”
Walking backward, she went deeper into the dark alley. “Stay back, Egan. I’ve warned you.” The man was more than a head taller than her and looked a lot heavier than a year ago when he tried to violate her. She knew he’d betray them if he lived. Her choices were limited to one as she dropped the food sack to free her hands.
“Ya remembers me name, bitch. Likes we’s lovers.” Egan paused to look around. “This be’s me home. We’s can finish its here. Be’s gentle wivs me,” he added with a chuckle.
“I’m surprised you can still do it, after last time,” she said as she surreptitiously maneuvered the cane to hold the handle in her right hand. “I thought I’d ended your days of rape.”
Egan scowled as he took another confident step toward her. His scowl changed into a sinister smirk when he was ten feet away. Gripping the cane’s brass-ringed handle, she pulled the thin rapier out. Egan lunged for her, but she was quicker, thrusting the sword tip in a straight line like Haam taught her. The point entered Egan’s chest. Brodia kept her wrist stiff, not letting his weight push it back. The thin rapier passed through his body. The fool had impaled himself with her help.
Egan staggered with a silly surprised look on his face. She pushed again, hard, until the sword’s handle was inches from his chest. Six inches of the blade’s tip protruded from Egan’s back.
“Bitch,” he gurgled. Dropping to his knees, he coughed up blood.
Not wanting to see the blade broken, Brodia placed her foot on his chest to pull out the sword. Egan coughed more blood as he fell to the side. She checked the entrance to the alley, but no one was watching. “I warned you, fool that you are,” she snarled at him.
She pointed the sword’s tip at his throat, preparing to give one last thrust. His eyes were unfocused, but he still breathed in short raspy gurgles. She didn’t expect him to live more than a few minutes but wouldn’t put him out of his misery. Instead, she lifted her dress to clean the bloody sword blade on her petticoat.
After sheathing the sword, she calmly picked up the food sack before leaving the alley. Brodia hurried up the hill toward the Keep and into the tunnels.
Back in the room, she sat on the bed, admonishing herself for being so careless. The city was dangerous for them all; it was time to get out. Through the window overlooking the abbey’s courtyard, she saw the preparations for the royal funeral when they would carry King Attim’s body to the Abbey for interment.
Haam wanted to give his last respects to King Attim’s body, so they let him join the crowd walking past the coffin lying in state in the South Tower. Alone with Preem, she took the time to clean the sword’s blade properly. It wouldn’t do to let the blade become rusty or spotted with dry blood. Glancing out the window again, she saw Haam’s huge frame standing with the ordinary people filing into the South Tower. The man stood out wherever he went. She hoped this wouldn’t become a weakness because she liked the man who was far gentler than one would guess.
As she described the scene for Preem, she realized how desperately she wanted to escape this city of death. She sensed Preem felt the same way.
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A Prayer



It was late morning as a black carriage, drawn by two black horses, moved slowly along the gravel path ahead of her. This was the worst part for Foliana; burying her beloved mother and over-protective brother. Only now, as she walked alone, did she finally understand the loneliness of losing her gentle-minded mother, the one person she could always talk to or turn to for comfort. Who will ease my pain today?
Two hands earlier, she attended the service to inter her father in the crypt under the abbey. It was difficult, but not like this. When she gave a eulogy for her father, her voice was strong to impress the people there, especially the count’s spies. It felt strange, knowing that one day others would place her body in the open spot beside her father. Then, her unborn eldest son would find his final resting spot beside her. Who would be the father of that son? If the first kingdom had its way, it would be Crown Prince Katan. In many ways, a queen remained a vassal of the state because she had little choice over the marriage contract. She pushed these thoughts away; today was a day of reflection.
Now she trudged behind the hearse carrying her brother to the royal cemetery. She’d stolen his right of burial in the crypt reserved for Otanic’s monarchs. Her black dress warmed quickly in the bright sunlight, but no one could see her sweating under the black veil.
The hearse passed through the small arch into the cemetery before turning to follow the path to the left. She turned to follow it. Behind her, she sensed all the nobles following along. Without glancing back, she knew the poppy-red guardsmen wore black sashes. Close behind, Lady Janu wore her plain black dress with no jewelry.
At the grave, black-sashed soldiers pulled out each coffin. Their precise movements made her wonder how many times they practiced this. The soldiers laid the two coffins on the platform above the open grave. The high priest stepped forward to give the eulogy. This one was too difficult for her, so she asked him to say some words. The high priest offered simple stories showing her mother’s love for her family and her brother’s love for the realm. They were personal stories she’d given the high priest yesterday. Stories she knew would create a sense of their dedication to their duty. A commitment she now felt throughout her body.
As the priest talked in that beautiful deep voice she loved as a child, she thought about Hopeg. He had always been her protector, even when she hated him for doing it. She remembered taking his old clothes to dress a young apprentice named Preem. She wanted him to look like a prince so she could marry him. How silly can little girls be, playing silly games while men play games of life or death? Well, now she would be playing those same games men played. And she would play them well.
When the High Priest stopped, the soldiers lowered the coffins into the graves. She watched, saying a silent prayer that nothing would go wrong. Nothing did. Now, it was her turn. When she stepped forward, an officer she didn’t recognize handed her a silver-colored spade. She used it to throw some dirt onto the coffins of her mother and brother. The loud hollow sound surprised her. She kneeled to whisper the words of a prayer for them both.
Go now in peace as the earth claims your body and the skies welcome your spirit. 
May Fortitad forgive your weaknesses while rewarding your strengths. 
May Amira welcome you into her bosom for evermore. 
And may the people always remember and love you as I do. 
There, she had done it. Standing, she turned to saunter back through the few people attending the service. They split apart to give her a wide path, bowing or curtsying as she walked along the lane they created. Tomorrow, she would return to say goodbye in private.
But for now, she would prepare herself for when that accursed Count Quon came calling. She reached into the folds of her black dress, resting her fingers on the red and blue salamander brooch Brodia had entrusted to her protection. It was the symbol of their love for Preem. A year ago, their shared love made them enemies. But now, it was a bond between them, giving this new queen a sense of protection. As she passed the West Tower, she glanced at the window to her study room, the curtains were closed, but she hoped Brodia was watching.
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A Wizard’s Bodyguard



After escorting Brodia yesterday, Jisana spent the night with Roon’s family. Soon she would leave the city with the other members of the Four Crowns. Then, she would be a bodyguard to Otanic’s remaining wizards. But this morning, she committed her time fully to the family, sitting for breakfast or playing with Azaly, whose energy was endless this morning.
Outside the tavern’s room, the city was stuck in a somber atmosphere as people visited from the nearby lands to pay their respects to the dead king or new queen. Today was the royal funeral. But Roon’s parents didn’t have the heart to attend, so Jisana stayed with them until the sun was high above the city.
When word came to the tavern that the funerals were over, it was time for Jisana to say her goodbyes. She had no idea what the future held, but she believed she’d never see them again. Roon’s younger sister was the hardest one to console. Jisana liked Azaly, who was just a year younger. But living on the streets had packed that extra year with a lifetime of experience for Jisana. She left dressed in her street folk clothes.
Returning to the Keep, she re-engaged her role as one of the Four Crowns. Preem said they would leave Kefnu tomorrow to begin preparing their revenge on Count Quon. She had bought two new outfits for Brodia and Haam; simple clothes that few people would give so much as a second glance at. But it wasn’t enough for Preem, who gave her specific instructions when she described the clothes. Now, she carried these two outfits with her to exchange with street folks.
Brodia was easy. Jisana had a street person in mind who was the same build as Brodia. She found the girl at her usual spot outside a tavern near the East Gate. The girl was tall for fourteen years, allowing Jisana to complete the exchange in ten minutes. The street girl had new clothes, while Jisana had a small package of street clothes for Brodia.
Haam was harder. As big as he was, she couldn’t envisage who would be a suitable match. Finally, she decided on a large, heavyset man she’d seen near Frankun Market. He was a half-foot shorter and the same amount wider, but it was the best she could do.
The clothes for Haam were heavier; it must take three times as much material to cover that gentle giant’s massive frame. Deep in her gut, Jisana liked the man. Roon was the big brother she never had, but Haam was her new father. She couldn’t remember a time when her father lost his temper; Haam was the same. But, like Haam, she was also a warrior. Though she didn’t believe in the Gods, she felt destined for this role.
It was early afternoon when she neared the gate into the Keep. She would enter the tunnels nearby. But as she reached the alleyway to the tunnel entrance, she saw a carriage stop at the Keep’s gate, drawn by two gray horses. Through the carriage windows, she saw the unmistakable profile of the count. What was he doing here? She hurried to the Keep’s gateway.
One of the guards eyed her warily as she approached. She held up her hands to say I won’t try to enter. She saw the carriage stop inside the Palace grounds, and a footman helped the count into his chair. She saw Preem’s long staff with the twisted wood pattern in the count's hand.
“The bastard!” she said loud enough for the guard to hear her.
“What’s that, worm?” the guard asked. “Get away from here. These noble people don’t need to see no beggar girl watching them.” He had that look that said she should leave while she could.
Jisana ignored the threat. Saying, instead, “I hate the count. Look at what he’s carrying.”
The guard turned to study the count as his assistant pushed him along the path toward the South Tower. “I hate the murderer too, little girl. One day he’ll get what he’s earned.”
“We’ll never forget or forgive,” she said. The guard agreed. “What’s he doing here, anyway?” she asked, deciding to get more information for the team.
“Got an audience with her highness. I’d as soon put a sword through his rotted heart.”
“The queen is too nice to him,” Jisana said, though she knew this wasn’t true. She just wanted to draw out some reaction from the guard.
“She’s doing what she can for the kingdom. You wouldn’t understand. Now, it’s best if you move along before my sergeant gives me a bad time. That count will be here for some time, so get used to him.”
“The Green Wizard will come back soon to finish him,” she said, remembering Preem’s instructions to spread rumors. The guard pulled a long face, saying she was dreaming. “I heard she escaped to go north. Once she’s recovered, she’ll return to kill that bastard cripple.”
“I pray to the Gods that you’re right, little girl. But I’ve got a job to do, so you run along.”
But Jisana had one more thing to say. “One day, there’ll be rebels to fight Harpin. When that day comes, look for me 'cause I’ll be among them.” The guard just waved his hand to shoo her away. “Thanks for talking to a small beggar girl. The count will meet his justice one day soon. I promise.” The guard’s expression changed. For just a moment, it took on the look of certainty. Her words had broken through. As she walked away, she prayed to the Gods that her promise would come true. For the sake of Roon’s vengeance, she could believe in the Gods again.
She walked partway down the hill before turning left into the alleyway for the tunnel entrance.
[image: image-placeholder]A hand later, she had to suppress a chuckle when she saw Haam dressed in his street clothes. Despite his muscular frame, the clothes hung loose on him but exposed six inches of his calves and forearms.
“I look like a fool,” Haam said, his voice glum. But Brodia assured him that he looked like a beggar, which was all they needed for now. “Then I look like a foolish beggar,” he corrected.
“I saw the count,” Jisana said to distract Haam from the clothes she’d brought.
“Where?” Preem asked from the chair where he sat with the walking cane Brodia gave him yesterday.
“Getting out of his carriage by the South Tower. And he was carrying your walking staff,” Jisana said. But Preem questioned her to see if she was correct. “I’ve seen it several times with how the wood wraps itself around the shaft. I’ve never seen anything else like it,” she explained. Preem nodded, agreeing that she must have seen his mastyon from her description.
“Why would he carry your mastyon, Jastur?” Brodia asked from the bed where she sat in her beggar’s clothes, a grungy pink dress with several tears in her arms and a badly frayed hem. “Surely he cannot use it.”
“We cannot assume that as a fact,” Preem replied. He was using what Jisana thought of as his sage voice. “But if he cannot use it, it’s a mistake to carry it.”
“And what about the other two wizard’s stones? Where does he keep them?” Brodia asked.
“I don’t know. The count will hide them somewhere he can see them, even if he cannot use them.”
Jisana listened to the conversation between the wizards, hoping to learn more about their magic. Her hand rested on the metal hilt of the knife Brodia gave her yesterday. Haam listened too. 
Brodia’s next question surprised her. “Jastur, have you ever thought about how many d’decs exist?”
“I’ve had much time for reflection,” he replied slowly. “I can account for eight normal d’decs plus the special one I had. If they came from the Midnight Towers, they come in groupings of three.”
“So, three special d’decs?” Brodia asked. Preem nodded. “Plus, at least one more normal one to make nine. The count has most of the ones known about. Could he also go to the valley to get the two special ones?”
But this time, Preem shook his head. “I doubt that he knows about them. I couldn’t detect them with my old d’dec. Without the special d’dec I wouldn’t even know they existed. We keep to our plan by going to Lowmouth.”
“If the count carries your mastyon, why not sneak up to him and use it to kill him before he knows we’re there?” Brodia asked. Jisana sensed her excitement at this new chance.
“I cannot fight what I cannot see, and you aren’t strong enough,” Preem replied. Jisana sensed he was teaching them an important lesson. “We must disappear so we can grow harder while they grow softer. In time, I’ll learn to fight what I can only perceive while you’ll become a grand wizard. I’ve seen your speed, Tipini. You will become the first dragonfly wizard.”
Brodia didn’t respond at first, so silence filled the room. Jisana could only wait with Haam. She was like a mouse trying to understand humans. These wizards were entirely beyond her; at least for now.
Finally, Brodia agreed with Preem. “We’ll go to Lowmouth to find the farmer’s well where I hid Yarin’s d’dec a year ago. Then we’ll be wizards again.”
“I only hope that Quon hasn’t found it,” Preem said. “I doubt it because he was concealing his ability. However, his victory has lifted the need to hide, so he’ll search for it.”
Jisana may not understand what they were discussing, but she understood the urgency. “When do we leave,” Jisana asked.
“Today,” Preem replied. “I wish to slip through the North Gate while visitors leave the city after the funerals. But first, I wish to visit the streets one last time to gauge how the people feel after those funerals.”
“We don’t have long, then.” Jisana stood up. “C’mon, blind man, let’s be about our business.”
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The Proposal



The temporary throne room was on the ground floor of the South Tower. Foliana had commanded the royal carpenter to erect a wooden wall to split the ground-floor chamber into a large throne room with a smaller sitting room, where she now waited for three o’clock. Today would be her first Royal Court since the collapse. Although there would only be one topic of discussion, she invited several nobles to attend. She wanted the court’s pomp, along with witnesses to the expected confrontation.
The count’s letter arrived at noon, keeping his promise of staying away until after the mourning period. He asked for an audience, and though tempted to delay it a day or two, she accepted it immediately to reduce his preparation time.
The Queen sat on a wooden chair that looked like someone rescued it from the royal dining storage room. Its upholstered pad was the same yellow with red stripes, and its back was an open carved pattern. Across the small room, Lady Janu stood by the small round table while the new Chamberlain, Loffan, stood beside the door. She would have to promote Loffan to a lord soon. Foliana was slowly adapting to others standing while she sat.
This morning’s funerals settled her nerves around being the realm’s monarch. It mattered not if she wanted the job; it was hers. The people, her people, expected her to protect them from Harpin’s worst intentions. Preem’s advice churned in her head as she sat primely on her chair.
When the small cabinet clock on the table was nearly at three o’clock, she stepped to the door. Straightening her back, she waited for the door to open, just as her father had done for years. Foliana still wore her black dress, as did Lady Janu. It was another ploy to unsettle the count. Lady Janu stood behind her with the chamberlain dressed in the traditional robes of a minister. They would put on a good show for Otanic.
On the first chime of three o’clock, the door opened before her, letting her march solemnly into the throne room. The two surviving court musicians did well, playing the royal procession. On her right, the Otanic nobles formed a line. She nodded to each noble as they bowed or curtsied. Partway along the line, the count sat in his wheeled chair with an assistant behind him. Laying across his lap, she saw Preem’s battered mastyon. No doubt he brought it to unsettle her; it wouldn’t work, but she would use it for her realm’s benefit. The count gave a slight bow of his head, but she ignored him as she swept past.
In all her years, she had wondered what it felt like to sit on the throne, the one seat that only her father could experience. The reality was a huge disappointment. It was hard and slightly tilted forward to make her look attentive, creating the sensation she was about to slide off. Although this was a new throne, the royal carpenter swore it matched the one crushed under the Palace. Once they found the old throne, the carpenter would inlay some of the pieces in the new throne to complete the circle of history.
She waited until after Chamberlain Loffan struck his staff twice to announce the Royal Court was in session. “My lord, Count Quon,” she intoned once the room was silent. “Please step forward to be heard.”
“Your Majesty. May I first extend his majesty’s condolences on your losses?”
Foliana waved her hand dismissively. “You may, but you won’t be believed, my lord.”
“Our intent wasn’t to kill your father, your grace. It was only to –”
“Kill the man I have admired since childhood?” she snapped, letting him know the depth of her anger. “The man whose staff you now show to me as your heartless trophy.”
“Your grace, I apologize if this –”
“What do you want, my lord?” she interrupted again to keep the murderer off balance.
“King Tarik hopes to join together the two great royal houses.”
“It’s a little late to marry Princess Denia to my brother, the Crown Prince.”
“Ma’am,” Count Quon struggled to keep some control. “His majesty suggests a marriage between Crown Prince Katan and your grace.”
“We heard the Crown Prince is already engaged to a rather dowdy young noblewoman if we recall correctly.” She glanced at Lady Janu, who nodded her agreement. If it weren’t so momentous a meeting, she would enjoy this verbal joust.
“Yes, your grace. But King Tarik canceled that engagement, so the Crown Prince hopes you will accept his proposal.”
“So, we are being offered the cast off’s from a dull noblewoman?”
The count paused. Good, she had surprised him. But the count recovered quickly, saying, “Your Highness. I can fly you to Harpin City to meet the Crown Prince.”
And there it was! The proposal that Preem warned her not to accept. “We will not fly with you, my lord,” she said in a tone that allowed no further discussion on that matter.
“Then a stately carriage ride, your grace.” The Count of Broditch paused before adding, “Your grace’s retinue would, of course, accompany you.”
“We will not leave our capital while Harpin prepares an army to invade us.”
“With all respect, your grace. Without a wizard, you cannot stop our armies.”
“And with all respect. We can choose to fight until we are all dead. Then you will only rule over our corpses, my lord.” These words had come to her as she waited for the court to start. It was the ultimate threat, giving her a sense of power. She had her people behind her.
“What does your grace propose?” The count asked, accepting defeat in this matter.
“Our cousin, Crown Prince Katan is free to travel to Kefnu. The people of Otanic will welcome him, as will the Queen of Otanic.” She paused as she remembered a critical detail. “Of course, he may travel with whatever retinue he deems appropriate for his noble station.”
“The prince is to trust his life to the protection of his retinue?”
“His highness will be protected by his wizards, my lord.” She leaned forward to add, “It is unseemly for any woman to go to her suitor.”
“King Tarik will not approve, your grace.”
“Then we speak to Crown Prince Katan. If he wants a willing wife, he must come to lay his case before us.”
“I will take your offer to the King and Prince Katan, your Highness,” the count said with a dip of his head.
“Very well, my lord. We have concluded our business with you for today. We await our cousin’s response.”
The Lord Chamberlain stepped forward to rap his staff, declaring the royal court adjourned. Queen Foliana swept back out to her sitting area. This time she gave a slight nod of acknowledgment to the count as she passed. Since she had what she wanted, there wasn’t much benefit to further angering the old bastard.
Once in the sitting room with the door closed, she heaved a long sigh of relief as she sat. Somehow, she’d won. The one disappointment was not being able to share it with Wizard Preem. In many ways, he was her teacher, so this was his win.
“That was marvelous, your grace,” Lady Janu said.
“We doubt that King Tarik will be so easy. Unless we can fight for every concession, we cannot hope to hold onto even a little of our independence.”
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Two Encounters



Preem knew they were deep in the shadows. The cool air on his skin and the dank, musty smell gave it away. He had been moving about with Jisana for some time. With his growing strength, he moved with new confidence. He was ready to face the rigors of the road. Jisana held his left elbow to guide him. In his right hand, he held the three-foot cane Brodia gave him yesterday.
“Where are you taking us?” he asked. So far, they hadn’t been able to stop anywhere for more than a few moments.
“One more tavern. This one don’t have no street folk to drive us away. So, you can sit for a bit to hear some stories of how people feel about the royal funeral.”
“I never knew beggars have their own places.” This would be the fourth tavern they visited this afternoon. At the other three, beggars chased them off. He’d listened as Jisana argued with them each time.
“As you told me one day, people are people, whether rich or poor, noble or commoner. They all want respect,” she said. “For street folk, it’s where we sit. That be ours, so no other person can take it.”
“If that’s so, why did you fight with them over it? You almost got into a knife fight with one girl.”
“A person got to stand up for themselves too. If the others hear you’re weak, then they come for you. It’s the street code, no matter if you got one leg or no legs. You must fight for your spot and the right to live.”
Jisana’s description of this strange other world made him wonder what the first month was like for a new beggar. He doubted that he could survive even that long on the streets. “How would a blind beggar fight them?”
Her answer amused him, though she said it seriously. “You listen for where their voice comes from, then you shove your cane there, knock out some teeth,” she explained. “Now, we be getting close. Why don’t you use your cane to find the tavern?”
He felt alone when she released his elbow, even though he could smell her beside him. Reaching out with his four-finger-thick cane, he tapped the cobbles before stepping forward, tapping again. After several steps, his stick hit something solid. He eased up to feel whatever it was. It felt like a wall, except it changed height several times from as high as his hips down to the street. It was stone stairs! The joy of working something out, even something so simple, was unexpected.
“We can sit here,” he said, tapping the corner where the stairs met the wall with his cane. Jisana agreed, so he took out his bowl before squatting in the corner. He rested his cane against his shoulder as he felt Jisana sit beside him. “Are we alone?” he asked. She said that they were. So, he asked her to describe the tavern’s shingle.
“It shows a fox looking through a fence at some chickens,” she said. “Inside the fence is a rooster getting ready to fight the fox if it tries to take any hens.”
“The Fox’s Tormentor,” Preem half whispered, recognizing the description. 
“Aye, it is,” she said. “That rooster is like the street folk. You fight for what’s yours or die trying.”
Preem was caught in two minds. Leave before anyone recognized him or stay in the hope they did. Dressed as he was, they may not see him. Then he could ask them a question to see how they were doing. “Are many people walking about after the funerals?” he asked Jisana.
“We’re near the King’s Keep, but in a small alley, out of the way. I see people walking past the end of the alley, but none in this alley.” Jisana was silent for a minute before asking. “Do you think the Queen will change the name? Call it the Queen’s Keep?”
“It’s her right to do so. But no, she won’t do that,” he replied. Jisana asked him if he knew the queen well. “You could say we grew into adults together. She’s a strong woman.”
“There’s lots of strong women, Jastur.”
“I never noticed before, but you’re right. There are many strong women if you look.”
She tapped his knee once; someone was coming. Holding up his bowl, he listened to the scrapping steps as someone shuffled along the alley. He guessed it was a heavy man down on his luck. Maybe he can say how the city feels after today’s funeral.
“Cans ya helps a poor blinds man, sirs,” Jisana called out before Preem could ask his question.
The clomp of boots began up the stone steps. “There’s too many of you’s,” came the reply. Preem caught the farmer’s accent. The footsteps stopped. “But if you wants to comes with me, little girl, you can earns half a crown.” Preem tensed, gripping his cane. 
But Jisana answered the farmer quickly, “I’s don’ts do nones of that’s.”
“Suits yourself then.” The footsteps began again.
“If’s ya wants that’s, then I’s knows a girl at North Gate,” she said. “Got’s one leg, but she’s be willing.” The man didn’t reply as the boot clomps continued until lost inside the tavern.
“I hate men like that,” Preem said after she tapped his knee twice.
“It happens every day. Some men like younger girls; it's why they call us pokes. The rich are the worst.”
“If I had my magic, he’d never do that again.”
He sat quietly as the fury at what he’d heard festered in his mind. Jisana didn’t seem to care much, accepting it as part of normal life. He didn’t tell her that he had a notion about who that farmer was. Now he understood Brodia better.
He heard someone coming before Jisana could tap his knee. He held his breath as the light footsteps approached the tavern from his left.
“Cans ya helps a poor blinds man, ma’am,” Jisana called out as the steps passed in front.
“Of course, poppet.” It was a voice he recognized and could never forget. He froze for a moment, unsure what to do. He so much wanted to make this right if he could. 
Jisana jogged his arm when he didn’t lift his bowl quickly enough. Making his decision, Preem held out his bowl. He heard a small coin dropping in it. 
“Thanks, Ma,” he said, putting all his love into those two words. 
There was a quick breath intake. “Preem? ... Is that you?”
He’d done it! Now he had to finish it. “Softly Ma. People may be near. No one can know I still live.”
“Oh, thank the Gods, you’re alive.” He felt her hand on his before she touched his cheek.
He wanted to say so much. Tell her how sorry he was for not coming home for ten years. But he had to make sure his family survived this difficult time. “Harpin’s army will get here in a week or sooner. You all must leave to go back home. I will leave the city too.” He shook his head when she asked if he would come to Clovermouth too. “No, we must go north to disappear for a while.”
“Were you blinded?” The anguish in her voice tore at his heart.
He hated telling her a lie, but the truth would be too hard. “No, Ma. Just part of my disguise.” He tapped Jisana’s knee once to keep her quiet. “Go now. I love you always.” Her hand remained on his face, starting to lift the bandages. “Don’t tell the others until you reach the coast,” he said, trying to get her to leave before anyone noticed.
Finally, she said, “I love you too, poppet. Visit us if you can someday.” He felt her hand leave his head before she walked up the stairs. He waited until he heard the tavern’s door close with an audible click.
“Quick,” he said, “we must get away before she returns.” He pushed himself up to find Jisana’s hand on his elbow, guiding him. He strode away, forcing her to almost jog to keep guiding him. Soon he felt her pulling him around a corner. Now he could relax. “Peek back, is anyone following us?” A moment later, she said that no one was in the alley. Good, now he had to disappear from the streets. “Into the tunnels,” he ordered. 
Once they were in the cool of the tunnels, he asked her. “Did you know my parents were staying at the Fox’s Tormentor?”
“No, Jastur. I swear it,” she said. He relaxed when he heard the truth in her voice.
[image: image-placeholder]Back in their room in the West Tower, he sent Jisana out with Haam to get the last supplies they needed from the market. Once alone, he sat in the large stuffed chair near the hearth with Brodia sitting in his lap. He wanted quiet time, but she asked him about being on the streets with Jisana. He told Brodia about seeing his mother at the Fox’s Tormentor. Talking about sending his family home was awkward, given her family was lost except for her father.
“As we sat outside the Fox’s Tormentor,” he added, “a man wanted to pay Jisana for some time alone.” He felt Brodia’s body stiffen. “I was never aware such cruelty existed throughout the city.”
“Then you were living in a dream,” she said harshly. “Some men are monsters. We’re moving in the lowest levels of humanity now, so you’ll hear more of this cruelty.”
He squeezed her, determined to protect her from such monsters, just as he would protect her from an Arrox. Then he realized something about men. “It’s in the nature of men to act as predators. They teach us to become warriors for the kingdom. Our games in the village are about fighting, while our fathers show us how to use weapons. I enjoyed those games, even if I was bad at them. But some men allow their nature to rule them. It’s sad to know my kind can be like that.”
“You must have seen this predatory nature before,” she said. “The elder in Twin Rocks, Yarin, or the Daffodils. These men would kill those who mean them no harm.”
“Indeed. But I never expected to meet one who was predatory toward those they should love,” he said. “Now I know what your father was.” Brodia made no comment in return as he held her tight against his body. Then he felt her shake a little, followed by a sob. He squeezed tighter, doing his best to comfort her. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said. “It wasn’t your fault,” he repeated as his words moved him to see what she had endured as a teenager. “It wasn’t your fault.”
He pushed himself deeper into the chair, holding Brodia as she cried. He was jealous of her ability to cry it out of herself. But happy that she could.
After a couple of minutes, she stopped crying. She leaned her head back on his shoulder. “Men who prey on those that trust them are the worst,” she said. He had to agree.
Feeling closer to Brodia as a person, Preem was comfortable enough to risk telling her his secret. “I’ve already come to accept I’m blind,” he said, ignoring the shake of her head. “For a time, I thought about running away. Well, more like stumble away.” Brodia tried to push herself up, but he held her in place because he had more to say. “But the count gave me new purpose. The count grew stronger as a cripple. This blindness will make me stronger too.”
She didn’t respond for a moment, leaving her head resting on his shoulder. Finally, she whispered, “He must have wanted to give up at some point.”
“Yes. But he didn’t. Nor will I. Yarin’s d’dec will bring back my sight,” he said, wanting to explain this to her. “Before, I could sense the shape of things through my d’dec. Now as a blind man, I’ll use Yarin’s d’dec to perceive the world around me.”
She caressed his arm wrapped under her breasts. “We must beat Quon to that d’dec.”
“Indeed.”
In the end, they had a long private time together, talking as they sat together. He spoke about his childhood in Clovermouth. She talked about her baby brother Ipin and how she’d failed him. He didn’t stop her, knowing it was something she had to talk about. One day she would tell him about her father. When that day came, he would be ready to listen.
After talking about her brother, Brodia spoke about the road ahead. She had walked this route a year ago and remembered the tests she had faced, especially the challenges of the swamp with that massive snake guarding the only route through it. “But we mustn’t go close to the Jongiloc coast. That’s deadlier than the snake.”
When Haam tapped on the door in their secret code, Brodia went to open it. The magic of their time together was gone. Preem could only hope they would have more chances like this. She was not only his friend but someone he could confide in.
Preem used his cane to find the bed to sit away from the fire. It was time to acclimatize to the outside.
Haam must have felt the same compulsion because he asked, “When do we leave?”
“After we eat, Jisana will take us to the North Gate,” Preem replied. “The Four Crowns will mingle with the travelers returning home from the funerals.”
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A Strange Land



“I’m ready,” Jisana said after gulping down some food. She couldn’t see to the west from this room, but when she was in the market, the sun stood at least three hands above the western horizon. It would allow them to put a few leagues between them and the city before dark.
The Keep gave her no sense of home any longer. She’d clung to the feeling for a year after her parents died, treating the Palace as a symbol of her previous life. Roon rekindled that sense of attachment, but he was gone now. All sense of belonging disappeared too, crushed under the stones of the Royal Palace.
“If we are about to leave,” Brodia said quickly, “then I need to change your dressing, Jastur.”
“Do you still have hope?” Preem asked. “I’ve come to accept my blindness. You must accept it too.”
Brodia’s look of loss saddened Jisana. It was clear she still hoped. At that moment, it became clear that Brodia was as deeply in love with him as Jisana’s mother was with her father.
“I should put on a lighter bandage, one to just hide your eyes,” she responded. But it was apparent to Jisana that she was making an excuse to check his eyes.
Street folk quickly learned to bear the reality of their situation. The city carted the bodies of those who couldn’t accept the truth to the weekly funeral pyre. They scattered the ashes to fertilize the land.
When Brodia stood before Preem, Jisana sat on the bed to watch. Oh so gently, Brodia removed the bandage on Preem’s head, unwinding the torn strips of cloth binding his eyes. Preem’s patience with Brodia amazed Jisana. Love was an adult thing, so she wondered if this was how a man’s love looked.
When Brodia removed the two patches on his eyes, Jisana sucked in her breath. His eyes had dried to hideous shrunken black pebbles. He would never see through them again.
“They don’t hurt as bad as they must look,” he said, his face turned toward her. “But I think it would be best to keep them covered. I must look so hideous even the tide won’t take me out.”
As Brodia rewound a stained strip of cloth around his head, Jisana rolled her blanket to sling it diagonally across her back. Soon all four were ready. She sensed that all were as keen to get out of Kefnu as she. After checking the stairway, Haam signaled to follow him down. Jisana let Brodia lead Preem while she walked behind. Once in the tunnels, she would be the lead bodyguard while Haam brought up the rear.
The route through the tunnels to the North Gate only had a few turns. Still, it took them a while before they returned to the sunlight. Leaving the alleyway, Preem warned them of the importance of leaving the city quietly so the city guards wouldn’t remember their passing.
Jisana saw many people walking or riding along North Street to the gateway. People who visited the city for the funeral were still making their way out of Kefnu. It should be easy to blend in with these normal people. A few wagons moved along the road too, so she guided them to a spot behind a wagon. The normal people walking behind the wagon pulled back, not wanting to get close to the rags of street folk. Preem walked behind Jisana with Brodia. He carried the cane, tapping it on the cobbled street.
Glancing over the back of the wagon, Jisana saw it pass the city guard standing at the gate. On the other side of the gateway, she saw Kimia. They exchanged a quick wave. But when the back of the wagon passed the guard, he reached out with his spear to block her. “Where’s you going, little girl?”
“Takins me Pa outside,” she said humbly, trying to avoid a fuss. “We’s hads enough ofs tha city.”
“And these others?”
“We’s all going. We’s finds jobs ats a farm. Ups norths we be going.” Jisana glanced at one-legged Kimia sitting in the shade. She was watching with interest. Jisana was glad they were friends; she knew Kimia wouldn’t say anything.
“Don’t see no beggars leaving the city,” the guard continued, keeping his spear extended.
“I’s never seen no Palace falls downs neither. All the normals ares ta scared ta helps us. So we’s go.”
“I’ll help you, little girl,” the guard said. He had that look on his face that Jisana despised. “I’ll give you a quarter crown. For some time in the alley.”
“This me Pa’s. What’s ya think?” Jisana pointed over at Kimia, who smiled at the guard. “Tha others girl, she’s wants ya.”
“We’ve met already. I fancy something younger.”
“Ya’s on duty,” Jisana responded, but she guessed the man wouldn’t give up his desire so easily, so she added, “I’s come backs far halfs a crown. Nothings less. I must finds a place ta sits me’s father.”
“Alrights then. Be back in a hand, and I’ll pay you half a crown.” The guard moved back his arm, letting Jisana guide Preem under the portcullis.
Once over the draw bridge that crossed the deep dry ditch, she relaxed a little.
Once they were out of the guard’s hearing, Brodia said to her, “Nice talking Jisana.”
“The guard has a long wait if he expects me back. For half a crown, most beggars would though.”
They continued north along the wide Grallan Road that eventually reached the Harpin border over a hundred leagues away. The pace was steady as Preem allowed Jisana to guide him now. Haam took the lead. A few wagons moved past them, and more than once, Jisana heard a nasty word from a traveler walking past them. She was used to it, though she felt Preem tense up each time.
When the sun began to set, Haam stopped beside a stream that bubbled under a small wooden bridge. They walked along the stream away from the roadway. 
Several hundred feet into the fields, Brodia declared this would be their night's campsite. “No fire tonight,” she added.
Looking back to the south, Jisana saw the gray outline of the city. She guessed they covered two leagues. After spreading Preem’s blanket and her own, she ate a single strip of dried meat. It was the first time she was outside the city. The openness scared her. To hide her fear, she asked Brodia about life on a farm. As Brodia described feeding the chickens or gathering the wheat harvest, Jisana realized she’d moved into an alien world. One in which she wouldn’t understand the dangers until it could be too late. Sleep came slowly to her on this first night of their quest for vengeance.
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Following Preem’s instructions, Brodia picked a spot outside the village of Big Oak on the road from Grallan. The group took three days to travel from that first campsite, crossing farmer’s fields to head southeast until they joined this road. It was part of the plan to confuse anyone following them or trying to find them later.
King Attim died a fortnight ago, so news of the Palace collapse will have spread throughout the kingdom. Brodia also accepted that Harpin’s army was now in Otanic. It meant they must be careful from this point forward. But they needed information. Did Otanic’s troops have orders to fight Harpin? How did ordinary people feel about the recent events?
“How much daylight do we have?” Preem asked her from where he sat, leaning against a small tree.
She checked the sun; it was midafternoon. “Four hands.”
Preem said they had enough time to buy clothes in Big Oak. But he didn’t want to go in as four beggars, so he asked Brodia to go in with Haam while he waited. Soon, Brodia was walking along the road with Haam, who was more than a head taller. Her biggest concern was villagers recognizing her from when she rescued hostages almost three weeks ago.
They passed the first two houses on the village outskirts without any incidents. Ahead was the village proper with its market.
“Hey! Is that Corporal Haam?” a voice called out from the side. “Nice clothes.”
A soldier dressed in the poppy red of the King’s Guard hailed them from a house that fronted onto the road. Brodia froze for a moment. This soldier must be part of the contingent she brought to Big Oak three weeks ago. The guardsman could tear apart the Four Crowns’ secrecy.
“I brought six men here under Sergeant Wilan,” she whispered to Haam. She was about to suggest telling the soldier a story about traveling in disguise on a secret mission. But then she saw a chance to move through Otanic quicker. “If the sergeant is still in charge, ask him to meet me privately behind the building. And get that guard away from the door.”
“Leave it to me.” Haam walked toward the guard who had recognized him. “What’re you smiling at, private,” Haam’s voiced boomed out. “Do you think these clothes are funny?”
“No, Corp,” the guard replied defensively.
Brodia smiled as Haam led the guard into the house. Once the way was clear, she hurried around the house into the back. She hid behind a bush while she waited. It wasn’t long before the sergeant came out with Haam. Stepping out from the bush, she had her finger to her lips. Sergeant Wilan’s face gave away his recognition of her.
“Sergeant Wilan, my name’s Tipini. We need to talk to you in private,” she said, walking further into the garden area. She sat on a wooden bench wrapped around a large oak tree, choosing the side facing away from the back of the house. 
Sergeant Wilan sat beside her. “Of course, ma’am. These are trying times. The news is that you are dead along with Wizard Preem.” Wilan leaned to add softly, “But I can see that isn’t true.”
“What other news did you receive from Kefnu?”
“We heard about the Palace a day or two after it collapsed,” Wilan said. “It was bad news. But a week ago, three soldiers from the guard arrived, carrying orders.” He paused as if assessing the situation to decide how much he could say. Then he said, “We aren’t to engage any Harpin soldiers. Our orders are to send a messenger to Kefnu, nothing more.”
“Queen Foliana will be trying to make peace,” Brodia said. “It’s our best chance at this moment.” She paused before leaning closer to whisper, “They didn’t kill all the wizards; Preem still lives too.”
“Then we have a chance?” His enthusiasm warmed her heart.
“Wizard Preem is blind, and we have lost our wizard’s stones. So, until we can replace them, we have no magic.” She saw the sergeant’s shoulders slump at the news there wouldn’t be a quick turn in this war. “We seek an escort to cross the Jongiloc border.”
“Are you running away?” the sergeant asked. His stern face said what he thought of this approach.
“We are regrouping, Sergeant. We will seek new stones to return and destroy Harpin’s wizards. They ambushed us. Soon we will do the same to them.”
Brodia waited for the Sergeant’s response as they sat hidden from the rear windows of the patrol house. For a minute the Sergeant said nothing, while the only sounds were the birds chirping in the nearby bushes, marking the end of the property.
Finally, the sergeant asked, “Can you ride?” She nodded yes, though she wasn’t sure how well Preem could ride. “Good, then we will escort you to the border on horseback. I’ll leave six men to patrol the road to protect the villagers from drunk Harpin soldiers. I can leave at first light if that is acceptable, ma’am.”
She thanked him, telling him tomorrow at sunrise was good. Then she added, “We’ll pose as envoys to Jongiloc. If you have a uniform for Haam, he can act as a part of our escort.”
Sergeant Wilan smiled at Haam. “I’ll find a spare uniform for you, Corporal.”
“Thank you, Sarg,” Haam said. “It will be good to wear the uniform, if only for a few days.”
“Jastur’s identity must remain unknown to your men, Sergeant. If the men selected to escort us don’t recognize me, that would also be good.”
“I will have two of the three new men go with us.”
“Jastur will be my fellow envoy; Haam is our military guard, while Jisana will be Jastur’s guide and daughter.”
“It’s a good story, ma’am.”
“Haam, once you’re in uniform, you can purchase appropriate clothes for us at the market. I will return to our camp.”
Brodia walked back to the street. Riding will cut six days from their travel. Suddenly she was eager to get to the farm outside Lowmouth. Until then, all this movement had promise but no certainty that they could reverse this war’s flow that ran in Harpin’s favor.
[image: image-placeholder]It took a day of riding before Brodia reached the village of Longford in the late afternoon. The soldier escort stayed at the patrol house. Preem told Haam he could stay with the guard. Brodia imagined he would spend the evening telling them about the Palace collapse. The entire event sat heavy on his shoulders, forcing her to tell him several times it wasn’t his fault. Because of him, the kingdom had a better chance of recovering its land.
Brodia was pleased with their progress; the further they were from Kefnu, the further they were from the political consequences as Harpin came to claim their prize. But each time she thought about Harpin’s soldiers swarming over her land, a pang of guilt gripped her heart.
Brodia stood with a very sore Jisana, looking at the dresses in the market. The young girl hadn’t ridden before, so her muscles had many complaints.
Haam had done his best in Big Oak, but his choice of dresses wasn’t good. Brodia had to look like an envoy, which meant a better dress. Jisana was holding a light blue dress that was Brodia’s size. As Brodia nodded her agreement, she saw an older woman walking through the market beyond Jisana. The woman had her son, with black hair, walking beside her. The mother reached out her hand to tussle the boy’s hair, making Brodia’s heart almost stop. That simple motion brought images of Ipin flooding back; she just wanted to run away to cry.
“Tipini, are you alright?” Jisana asked, putting the dress back on the stall.
“Just a ghost.” Brodia gave Jisana the purse, telling her to buy the blue dress plus whatever she liked. Then Brodia hurried over to the God’s Hall tavern, where they stayed for the night. She needed time for herself.
Later, after dinner, she sat with Preem on the bed in their room with the gold-painted castle on the door. Jisana stayed in the other room with the white cloud painted on the door. Though Brodia liked the light blue dress with dark blue trim, she preferred wearing men’s clothes.
“I sense something is wrong,” Preem said. His hand found her knee, bringing warmth to her heart.
“I saw a mother with her son in the market,” she replied, resting her head on his shoulder. “They reminded me of Ma with Ipin. It took me by surprise how much I miss them.”
“I’ve been lucky that my family survived,” he whispered. “I can barely imagine how it must feel for you. We have time now to mourn those we lost.” He reached his arm around her shoulder to hold her closer. She asked him how he felt. “Tired. I can guess how my Zenii felt when he lost his first apprentice.”
“We both lost someone we should protect,” she said. On an impulse, she climbed onto the bed to sit behind him. “When I was little, my father would insist on me giving him a massage during the reaping month.” She removed his jacket. “I would be happy to ease the tension in your shoulders.”
“Did you like giving your father a massage?” Preem asked as he straightened his shoulders.
“He was nice before I had breasts.” On her knees, she kneaded Preem’s shoulders through his shirt, using her thumbs to work out the muscles knotted between his shoulder blades. It was a release for her too, a way to give something back after failing little Ipin.
“That feels good,” he sighed, leaning back into her hands.
As she massaged his shoulders, she remembered what had been playing on her mind since flying her family to Widemouth’s village square. The memory of Ipin had brought it back to the top of her mind. She stopped kneading his shoulders. “Do you think our ability to see the waves exists in other members of our families?”
“I hadn’t given it any thought,” he replied. “What gives you that idea?”
“When I flew with Ipin, he said he could see what I was doing,” she replied. Just mentioning his name brought a catch in her voice.
“Interesting. But wouldn’t this be known to us if it were true?” Preem wriggled his shoulders as if asking her to continue.
“Whenever does a wizard test their siblings, who are probably too old by the time they’re ready to seek an apprentice?” she said. Preem had no answer to this. So, Brodia went back to massaging his shoulders.
“It’s my turn to massage your shoulders,” he said after a while. Her hands were getting tired, so she agreed. They swapped places on the bed; she sat on the edge with Preem behind her.
“Can you feel the hooks down the back? You can unfasten them,” she said. She felt his fingers fumbling with the hooks as the back of her dress slowly opened. She pulled it down as soon as he had unfastened it to her waist. Now she just wore her under-slip, which she pulled down too. Half-naked with a blind man, she thought with a smile.
Then his fingers found her shoulders, pressing in. He wasn’t particularly good at giving a massage, but still, his touch sent tingles along her spine. She sat upright to let him work her shoulders, letting her mind relax with her muscles.
“That feels good, Fingers,” she said. He didn’t complain about her new nickname for him.
His hands worked her shoulders before rubbing her arms. She waited, hoping for more. When he ran his fingers along her spine, she leaned back to encourage him to move his hands elsewhere. But he only moved to her shoulders. Should she guide him to the right places? She wriggled, but he didn’t move his hands. Finally, Brodia placed her hands on top of his to guide him. But she demurred, uncertain if he wanted anything else tonight.
“I love you, Fingers,” she whispered too softly for him to hear.
“I love you too,” he replied.
Though they did nothing else, it was the most erotic moment for her in a year. When he finished, she removed her dress before laying out her blanket at the foot of the bed. That night she slept in peace for the first time since losing Ma and Ipin. The healing process would take a long time. She now knew it wasn’t something she could rush.
[image: image-placeholder]It was midday when Brodia exited the forest with the others. They moved further from the road as they walked through the farmland. Last night she saw an excellent demonstration of Haam’s sword skills as he practiced with the two privates. The sergeant had enough sense not to try his luck with the practice swords. The swords were dull, but Haam rapped his opponents' hands until they were red.
Today, they needed supplies, so after skirting around the village of Brent Eleigh, they set up a campsite nearer the road, behind a grove of trees. They kept the fire small.
Someone had to go into the village market to buy food and fill the water pouches. At first, Brodia argued against Jisana going, though she was the obvious choice. The soldiers were in uniform, so they couldn’t blend in if a Harpin patrol were there. That left Brodia as the only other choice, but the group said she was too important to the cause. Jisana kept repeating that she was a bodyguard, which meant the task should fall to her. Finally, Brodia acquiesced, giving Jisana instructions about being careful.
After Jisana rode away, Brodia settled by the fire with Preem. Haam paced about the camp, anxious about his young friend. Brodia tried to calm him, but it didn’t make any difference. After a few minutes, Private Beel scurried back into the camp from his lookout spot in the grove of trees.
“Harpinians are coming along the road, Sarg,” he said. Haam hurried to check the road while the sergeant ordered them to douse the fire.
Moments later, Haam returned, drawing his sword. “They’re coming in,” he said. The three other soldiers drew their swords.
“How many?” Preem asked. Haam said there were at least ten of them. “Put up your swords,” Preem said calmly. “We will have to use diplomacy, not force. Let me do the talking.”
Brodia watched as five men dressed in blue uniforms entered. They had their swords drawn. She saw to the side more men moving to surround the camp.
“Who are you?” the leader asked in a thick Harpinian accent.
“I should be asking you that question, young man.” Preem’s voice was calm diplomacy. “Despite the loss of King Attim, we still rule our land under Queen Foliana. What is your purpose here, sir.”
“We are under orders to keep the people in place,” the officer responded. “My name is Lieutenant Lomic of the thirty-third regiment. May I enquire as to who I am addressing?”
“I am Count Jastur,” Preem said from his sitting position. He indicated to Brodia to help him stand. “I am on a matter of state and under orders not to make trouble with soldiers from Harpin,” Preem said once he was standing. “Undoubtedly, our leaders are discussing an accord. There is no need to cause an incident that would disturb that chance of peace, Lieutenant Lomic.”
“I am certain that your lordship understands when I say I have my orders,” the officer said after indicating for his men to put up their swords. “Your matter of state will wait.”
“We are on a matter of some urgency,” Brodia said, being more forceful. “Are you willing to risk antagonizing the Otanic royal house along with your generals, who will have to explain your actions here today?”
The lieutenant paused momentarily, giving Brodia the hope her words would win. But then he said, “If I take you back and our leaders agree your mission can continue, then the delay will have little impact. If I let you go, but our leaders say it was wrong, then the impact is irreversible. Then my superiors will discipline me.” The officer smiled at her. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I must follow my orders by taking you back to clear your mission.”
She went to say something, but Preem stopped her, telling the Harpin soldiers they would return with them. “I expect a full apology from you, young man, once we have resolved this,” Preem added.
The lieutenant asked the guardsmen to give up their swords. The Harpin soldiers tied the escorts' hands before helping them onto their horses. Brodia helped Preem mount, making sure he had his cane. The group moved back onto the road, turning north to ride to Brent Eleigh. When the lieutenant called for them to trot, Brodia called out, reminding him that her husband couldn’t manage more than a walk. The lieutenant gave in.
As they moved through the village center, Brodia looked around for Jisana. But she saw no sign of the young girl. Slowing the trip back to Kefnu would only benefit them if Jisana could follow to find a chance to free them. Near the village market, Brodia saw five Daffodils watching the Harpin soldiers closely.
On the other side of Brent Eleigh, the lieutenant called a halt. He selected four men to escort the diplomatic mission west while he led the other eight men back to the village. 
Brodia smiled to herself as it improved their chances of escape, provided Jisana could find them.
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The Cock Inn



Jisana rode her gray gelding away from her friends camped south of Brent Eleigh. She should be back before it got too dark to find them. After two days, the soreness in her legs was going away as she mastered the trot by rising in rhythm with the horse, which she had named Gray. Not the most original name, but she liked its simplicity. By now, she also liked the horse.
She trotted along the road until Brent Eleigh’s houses came into view. She slowed to a walk until she was a hundred feet from the first house. Now she found a place to hide Gray while she was buying supplies. With Gray tied in a clump of bushes, she walked into the village.
The market was on the south side of the square. First, Jisana picked one of the red stalls to purchase fifty strips of dried meat. Although she was in a hurry, she still bargained hard over the price. Roon told her about the wizard’s code to pay full price from the poorest merchant, but after a year on Kefnu’s streets, she wasn’t interested in helping the poor, who had so much more than she did. She argued for a bulk price, then a special price, because she was young. Finally, she got a whole eighth off the price.
Pleased, Jisana bought some bread and cheese from other stalls before walking to the village pump to fill the water pouches.
“What’re you doing, little girl?” a voice asked from behind.
Jisana twisted around, her hand dropping to the hilt of her knife. Five men dressed in pale yellow smocks faced her. Daffodils! Brodia warned her about these men. “I’m getting water,” she replied. She rarely saw these men in Kefnu, where the militia patrolled the streets.
“I mean, why are you by yourself? Little girls shouldn’t be running around enticing men.”
“I ain’t enticing no one,” she said, deciding to modify her language. Her speech was her biggest weapon at times like these. “Me Ma sends me to get –”
The jingle of horse bridles and sabers pulled the Daffodil’s attention behind them. Jisana saw a mass of blue riding into the village. No one had to tell her these were Harpin soldiers. The five Daffodils ran across the village square, swerving to their right. Jisana jogged into the market to hide behind a blue stall selling dresses. The other villagers scattered, leaving the route to the village square deserted.
She peeked through the hanging dresses at the soldiers walking on horseback. In the middle, she saw the bright reds of the King’s Guard. There was the unmistakable mass of Haam, with his hands tied in front. Four more blue riders separated Haam from Preem, riding with his head down. He was holding onto the saddle’s pommel. On his far side, Jisana saw Brodia. The Green Wizard was looking around at the stalls she was passing through. Jisana was tempted to wave but realized this would be a foolish gesture. So, she squatted to make sure no Harpinian saw her.
Once the riders were halfway across the village square, the people of Brent Eleigh began following them. Jisana joined them, ambling across the green as several people yelled insults at the backs of the soldiers. Jisana watched to see if the men stopped at the only tavern. They didn’t. Soon they passed the last house in the village, heading north toward Kefnu. Many locals followed the horses until they reached the edge of the village.
Taking her eyes off the soldiers, Jisana scanned the area for those Daffodils. She saw some had returned to the market area, blocking her route back to Gray. She didn’t want to meet these men in yellow again, so she turned left to enter the tavern. The shingle outside showed a giant rooster with light yellow feathers on its neck and a blue tail. It was the strangest rooster. The letters in green said The Cock Inn.
“What’s happening out there?” the woman behind the bar asked as soon as Jisana entered.
Jisana described the scene as Harpin soldiers took some of the King’s Guards north toward Kefnu. The innkeeper was none too pleased at the news, calling the Harpinians murderers, hoping the army would drive them all out. The woman introduced herself as Debbia, so Jisana gave her real name. Jisana asked her what she heard from the capital, curious to learn the city news.
“They say Harpin assassinated King Attim along with his family. The only one left is the princess. So she will be our queen,” Debbia said. “But these Harpinians won’t let her rule.”
“And the wizards?” Jisana asked, surprised at how anxious she was asking this question.
“Dead, they say. But I hear other stories. People say the Green Wizard still lives. May the Gods bring her back to save us all.”
Jisana didn’t believe in any of the five Gods. Still, she touched her forehead, whispering, “May Amira keep her safe.”
Jisana asked if there was another way out because a bunch of Daffodils were looking for her. Debbia smiled at Jisana’s turn of phrase for the Brotherhood. She pointed to the door behind the bar.
Outside in the tavern’s backyard, Jisana looked for any flashes of yellow. Seeing none, she ran to the west, through the houses until she was beyond the village. She circled back to the south in the farmland to find Gray still tied where she had left him. It was almost dark, so she rode Gray away to the west until she could find a quiet place in an orchard to sleep without a fire.
It took her a while to find sleep as nervous energy kept her mind racing through plans. The loss of her friends deeply saddened her. For a year, she had slept alone in the alleyways of Kefnu, but for the last three weeks, she slept with friends. Sleeping alone now felt much worse than before. Once again, her dreams were being torn asunder. Only this time, the realm’s needs didn’t allow her to wallow in sorrow.
In the morning, she got up as soon as she could see the thin trees around her. She saddled Gray before mounting him. The overcast sky promised rain soon. With her blanket around her shoulders, Jisana guided Gray around the village to join the road to Longford. Eventually, it would lead to where she could rescue her friends.




[image: image-placeholder]
forty-two







King Tarik



Quon stared across the Harp River toward the western half of the city. It was a warm summer day, so he welcomed the shadow of the tower that rose another forty feet behind him. King Tarik sat beside him in his ornate wooden chair, watching the soldiers marching their drills fifty feet below on the western courtyard of Harpin City’s Royal Palace.
The king summoned Quon’s presence but hadn’t said a word so far. So the Count of Broditch remained floating upright, awaiting his liege’s pleasure.
“Tell us about this royal cow sitting on the Otanic throne?” the king asked finally. “We hear her emotions rule her.”
“That is true, sire. She is known to lose her temper for the slightest thing. Like all women, she isn’t a diplomat or a negotiator.”
“Yet she convinced you to have Katan travel to Kefnu to court her. Is she threatening to refuse our son?”
“She’s threatening to fight us at every step despite knowing her people have no chance,” Quon said. Being caught between two unrealistic rulers was never enjoyable. “So, this small appeasement gives us time for the Crown Prince to use his charms on the woman.”
“It is true. Our prince is a stud horse ready to mount any filly,” King Tarik said. The king was a military man, prone to uncouth language in private. “Once he has a foal in her, she’ll be compliant enough.”
Quon wanted to advise the prince to charm the queen slowly rather than rush in, as his reputation indicated he often did. However, the king doted on his son, so Quon merely nodded as he said, “The prince will keep the queen occupied while we settle the treaty. Once we’ve clipped her army’s wings, we can focus on the fifth kingdom, sire.”
“This is the other subject we wished to discuss, my lord.”
“Without Otanic support, Jongiloc is vulnerable, your grace. They have survived because we would prevent Otanic from invading them, while Otanic would do the same if we invaded,” Quon said.
“But now, our wizards are the only whore in town,” King Tarik said with a broad smile at his joke. “Everyone must pay us.”
“As you say, sire. We will move our armies to occupy Otanic. Then Jongiloc will pay us. I suggest we place a new king on the throne. Prince Cullan is ours to command.”
“He will agree to our demands to slide his bum on the most uncomfortable seat in his kingdom?”
“He is ambitious but can only sit on the throne with your blessing, my liege,” Quon said. King Tarik only understood war, but Quon could accomplish much more with threats, keeping Harpin’s army for those not easily persuaded. “With your permission, sire. I will offer the old king peace on our terms when we are ready. If he refuses, we can send a large delegation to convince him –”
“You have our blessing to send him to stay with his father in the crypt under the Palace.”
“Very well, sire. First, we must establish our control over Otanic with a betrothal between our Crown Prince and the silly girl who sits on the throne for now.” As he said this, Quon remembered his brief meetings with Queen Foliana, she hadn’t been as weak as he expected, but then, she hadn’t met the prince. “We will be ready to visit the old king in a month, sire.”
King Tarik nodded his understanding. Quon suspected the man’s limited attention had wandered off from expanding his empire.
The king rubbed his hands together, saying, “We have looked south all our years while those cocksuckers have waved their wands at us. But we had that wizard’s stone your grandpa purchased, plus a young nobleman who could use it.” King Tarik paused as he gazed at Quon. “You have all the wizard’s stones, I trust? We cannot allow any young cocksuckers to blossom in the darkness.”
“I have all that Otanic’s wizards used. But I haven’t found the stone from my second apprentice’s wand, sire.”
“It has been a year, Count. This is too important to dawdle over. You should stop whoring around to go find that stone.”
After all these years, the king’s brutal words no longer angered Quon. “I was stopped from a diligent examination by the need to remain secret. But I am now free to search carefully. It lies south of our border.”
“Do you have some places in mind?”
“Several, sire. Starting with the Western Mountains, I will search all the way to Lowmouth. I will check the home villages of both wizards and Jongiloc’s Great South Bridge, which the abomination rebuilt. She could have buried it inside the stonework.”
“Did you get to fuck the bitch as we suggested?”
Quon was tempted to say such a thing was impossible for a cripple like him, but he didn’t see a need to explain his constraints to this crude man. So, he limited himself to saying, “No, your Highness.”
“Pity. That would be a tale I’d like to hear.” The king paused. “Make finding this missing wizard’s stone your priority, Count Quon.” King Tarik returned to watching the soldiers drilling in the Palace Square. 
Quon realized the king had dismissed him, so he floated back into the tower through the ornate double doors. He set off to find Lihan, whom he had summoned to the Palace.
[image: image-placeholder]Quon met his apprentice in the antechamber; Lihan wasn’t allowed in the king's inner sanctum. Quon asked for Lihan’s report on setting up what he called his Academy of Wizards. Lihan told him the land was surveyed and four architects engaged to provide drawings of the academy’s grand hall. In conclusion, Lihan said, “The drawings will be ready for your perusal in two months.”
“Very good,” Quon replied. “Now, I want you to fly along the road to Kefnu to join the crown prince. You are to keep Prince Katan safe. Should any locals cause trouble, you will stop them without hurting them. We have defeated them, though they will be slow to accept it. I do not want to stir them up like a bee’s nest. Am I clear?” Quon asked. Lihan said he understood.
“I will meet you in Kefnu in a fortnight,” Quon added. “Meanwhile, I have a different mission into the Western Mountains.” What Quon didn’t say was that he was beginning a diligent search for Yarin’s d’dec, because he wouldn’t admit that he couldn’t find it.
He dismissed Lihan with the final instruction to provide a report each evening, two hands after the Time Star rises. Once Lihan left, Quon sat quietly, thinking about Yarin’s d’dec. For once, King Tarik was correct, finding that missing d’dec was critical. While it existed beyond his control, any upstart young boy could find it, eventually making himself into a wizard.
The other puzzle he kept to himself was the mystery of the abomination’s green beret. If he had the thing, why was the bitch’s body wearing a green beret on the funeral pyre? And thinking of the female wizard reminded him that the Great South Bridge really would be an excellent place to hide Yarin’s d’dec as she was rebuilding the structure. He would give it extra attention.
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Desperate Plans



The rain continued for a second day, leaving Haam ambivalent about the situation. The rain slowed them down, giving Jisana more time to find them. But it also exposed them to the elements. Haam feared for Preem’s health. 
Haam grew up in Westdale, a remote village near the Western Mountains. Always big for his age, he had no friends who didn’t fear him. So he turned to the smaller animals around him, nursing many baby birds ejected from their nests until they could fly away. Joining the army gave the teenage Haam new direction. But when the King’s Guard selected him, his life changed forever. The discipline he craved became a purpose far bigger than himself. He worshipped the guard. So, being back in the red uniform meant a lot. But it didn’t mean as much as being one of the Four Crowns. Now Preem was one of his little birds, so he would do everything he could to help him fly again.
The four Harpin soldiers were part of the cavalry, the corporal in charge interspersed his men through the group that rode single file along the road. When the rain started yesterday morning, the Harpinians pulled out leather ponchos to keep the worst of the rain off them.
“Do you have a spare cape?” Haam asked the corporal. The man was dismissive of his question, making fun of the weak Otanic guardsmen. However, when Haam pointed out it wasn’t for himself but for his lordship, the corporal took a cloak from one of his men to put on Preem.
Plodding along the road in the rain allowed Haam to think through the situation. They were returning to Kefnu for interrogation. If that happened, the enemy would discover Preem’s true identity. It would end with the Harpinians torturing them to death. Of course, he won’t allow them to reach Kefnu. But every escape plan he devised started with Preem’s walking cane but ended with Haam’s quick death, for fighting skilled swordsmen with a toy rapier couldn’t end any other way. It meant Jisana was their best hope for escape before reaching the city.
Haam spent the first night in the forest between Brent Eleigh and Longford. Their guards were resourceful, using their ponchos to form a shelter from the rain with a fire to keep them warm. The colder weather in Harpin made these men better prepared for moving in poor weather. That first night, Haam remained alert for Jisana, but she didn’t come.
Now they passed through Longford with the villagers who braved the rain to gawp at them. Haam looked around in case Jisana managed to get ahead of them. But he saw no sign of the young girl. 
On the pretext of checking on his lordship’s needs, Haam managed to sneak a short conversation with Preem. After asking about his health, they talked briefly about escaping. Haam warned him that using the cane was a last resort that would probably fail unless he could use it to get a real sword before the Harpins became aware of him.
“Jisana is our best chance,” Haam said as he leaned over to use his tied hands to adjust Preem’s cape to cover his legs. “I pray she reaches us soon before we are too close to the city.”
“She is a young girl. We cannot put too much trust in her,” Preem said softly. “She lived her life in the city. She has never tracked anything in her life. I hope she finds a way to survive and live her life, but we shouldn’t expect more from her.”
Haam was about to disagree, but the Harpinian corporal dropped back to join them. So, instead, he said, “You must keep yourself covered, my lord.” He nodded to the corporal before trotting forward to join Sergeant Wilan walking near the front.
Haam remembered when Jisana stood up to a much bigger beggar boy who wanted to steal her spot outside the Keep. He interfered that day but suspected she would have killed the bigger boy. The girl wasn’t just a good fighter; she was intelligent in how she protected herself.
They reached the forest a couple of hands before dark, allowing them to move deep into the forest before the corporal called a halt for the day. The soldiers set up the camp in the same manner as before. The Harpinians tied the four guardsmen to a tree used to support a corner of the poncho shelter. The corporal had one man on watch. Haam watched for any chance to escape as he tried to loosen his bonds.
Was Preem right about Jisana? Was rescuing them asking too much of the little girl?
Tomorrow morning, Haam would make a desperate effort to free them. If he could free the guardsmen, maybe they had a slim chance of winning a sword or two. However, these four guards looked more than capable of stopping them quickly.
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Fever



Jisana rode in the middle of the road toward the next village. The rain was relentless as she did her best to keep the worst off her. Life on the streets meant spending time in the rain, though it did seem to soak her worse here. Maybe it was because she had no walls to protect her from the wind. Whatever the reason, this chilly, wind-driven rain left her legs numb.
Onward she plodded, not thinking about how cold she was or that she was on horseback. The wet saddle was rough under her backside and where her legs reached the stirrups. But Gray didn’t care about the rain, so she wouldn’t either.
Jisana chose to eat some strips of dried meat as she rode until she eventually reached a forest. It was darker here, but at least the large trees sheltered her from the wind. The rain continued to soak her, though now the drops were larger as they dropped from the canopy of leaves. 
When it got dark, she continued riding through the murky trees around her. Gray wandered along the road drifting from one side to the next. When her horse stumbled, she realized she was being foolish. So, Jisana left the road, walking in the forest until she found a semi-dry spot between two close trees. Here, she slept in short sessions, separated by long minutes of wet discomfort as she waited for the morning.
Finally, she saw the canopy graying above her. The rain hadn’t stopped, but she led Gray back to the road before mounting him. She had to think for a moment to choose her direction. Once it was light enough to see the roadway, she urged Gray into a trot. If nothing else, it woke up her torpid muscles.
When she broke out of the forest, she felt relief. But it was short-lived as now the wind drove the rain into her, chilling her further. When she passed a farmhouse only feet from the road, she was grateful for the chance to take shelter in a heavenly warm kitchen.
“Did any Harpin soldiers pass by recently?” Jisana asked as she sat at the kitchen table with the oven fire warming her from behind.
“Aye,” the woman said as she cut a slice of bread. “They rode past in the rain a couple of hands ago. I watched through the window. The bastards had some of the king’s men as prisoners.”
Jisana stood up, saying, “I have to go.” But a surge of weakness forced her to sit again.
“You should get out of those wet clothes while we get you some food.” The woman began unbuttoning Jisana’s wet dress. “My son took your horse to the barn. He’ll dry and feed him some hay.” 
The woman eased Jisana to her feet as she pulled off the dress that clung to her undergarments. Too weak to resist, Jisana let the woman undress her before wrapping her in a blanket. She should get going again, but when she rested her head for a moment on her arm, she fell asleep.
[image: image-placeholder]When Jisana woke up, she was groggy. Why was she lying on a bed? Despite the blanket, Jisana felt shivers sweeping through her body. She must get moving again; then she’d be alright.
She discovered she was naked when she got up from under the blanket. Details swarmed back into her mind about wearing just a blanket in the kitchen. She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders before leaving the small room. Jisana found the farmer’s wife in the kitchen.
“How long?” Jisana asked.
“Three hands, dear.” The woman felt Jisana’s clothes hanging by the stove. “These are dry enough.”
After dressing in the small room, Jisana felt a little better. She thanked the woman and her son as she remounted Gray in the light but steady rain that continued to fall. She wrapped a dry blanket around her as Gray returned to the road. She was angry with herself for losing so much time. Pushing Gray into a faster trot, she was surprised when his gait changed to a rhythmic rocking motion. This was faster than the trot. Pushing her heels down, she relaxed into the rocking chair rhythm.
It didn’t take Gray long to reach the next village. Jisana pulled her horse down from the canter to a walk. However, she didn’t stop. When she called out to an older woman crossing the square in the rain, the woman told her this was Longford village.
Past the village, she pushed Gray into a canter once more. Soon, she sensed the horse was tiring, so she let it walk. Meanwhile, her soaked body shivered one second, then burned the next. But she couldn’t stop as her friends needed her.
Daylight was fading fast as she reached the forest. If only the rain would fade too. Soon it was too dark to see. However, she refused to stop because doing so meant her friends’ death. Time passed slowly, but it did pass.
Hunkered on Gray, she almost missed the faint glimmer of light on her right. Stopping Gray, she studied the glow through the trees and heavy drops of water cascading from the leaves. It was a fire. Feeling weak, she crept through the trees, leaving Gray tied to a tree beside the road. The constant patter of rain on leaves hid the sound of her footsteps.
The camp was just beyond a tree she was hiding behind. There was a shelter stretched between two trees, with several people underneath. The fire was in front of the cover. One man, wrapped in a blanket, stood on the other side of the fire. The people under the shelter weren’t moving or talking, so she assumed they were asleep.
Jisana eased her way to the back of the shelter, out of sight of the lone sentry. It was hard to tell in the orange glow of the fire, but some of the men seemed to wear red jackets. But what was clear was the size of one of them. A giant lay on his side. Gently shaking his ankle, she woke the massive man, who looked at her with a smile.
Jisana used her throwing knife to cut the cord tying his ankles, then the rope binding his hands behind his back. The steady drumbeat of the large water droplets hitting the shelter covered any noise she made. Haam turned to take her knife to cut free the others dressed in red. Jisana didn’t know what else to do, so she watched the men in red as they crawled into position. The sentry was looking away, oblivious to what was happening on the other side of the fire from him.
When Haam moved, he moved fast, drawing the swords of the Harpin soldiers. It was over in seconds. Three soldiers dressed in blue lay dead under the shelter, and the sentry had surrendered. Jisana watched the action through the foggy veil of weakness. As one of the guardsmen held the erstwhile sentry at sword point, Haam stepped up to mercilessly run his sword through the sentry’s heart. She vaguely understood; they could take no prisoners.
Brodia was saying something, but Jisana no longer understood her. She knew she had a fever. She only wished she believed in the Gods because she could look forward to seeing Ma and Pa in the Halls.
Everything was murky until she passed out.
[image: image-placeholder]When she woke, Jisana didn’t know where she was, though she did know it wasn’t nighttime anymore. She was too weak to do more than move her head, and her body felt clammy. She wasn’t alone. Nearby she heard voices. She lay still, trying to listen to the words. One voice said they should leave the girl in Longford. Was she the girl? Jisana didn’t want them to abandon her.
She tried to tell them she was fine, but only a raspy mutter came out. Seconds later, Haam’s face appeared above her. Her whole body was shaking uncontrollably. This time she managed to croak out that she was fine, Haam smiled, then she passed out again.
A nightmare ruled her life now. She would become aware for short breaks in the darkness. Once she was being carried, twice she was lying somewhere. Once when she woke, a strange woman gave her water. Had they abandoned her? Before she dropped back into her nightmares, Jisana promised herself she’d find them again.
Finally, she woke to a new feeling. She was weak but not helpless. Looking around, Jisana saw she was in a room with three candles giving enough light to see that the room had an empty fireplace and two chairs. After trying to sit up, she realized she wasn’t strong enough. Instead, she lay quietly to think about what had happened.
Jisana remembered finding the Four Crowns before releasing Haam. There had been a fight, but her body was shaking from the fever.
The door opened to let in a strange woman carrying a bowl. The stranger set down the bowl to look at Jisana. The woman put the back of her hand on Jisana’s face and chest, asking if she felt stronger. She answered the woman’s questions despite the profound disappointment at being left behind. But when Jisana asked where she was, the woman left without answering.
Jisana lay on the bed. After a few moments, she realized it was the wisest thing to leave her behind. Getting the wizards out of Otanic was the most important thing. Still, she had done her job as one of the bodyguards. That was enough. When she was strong, she would ride east to find them. By the time the strange woman returned, Jisana had accepted the situation.
The strange woman gave Jisana a meaty liquid to drink. Jisana finished it all. Now she knew she had to get strong quickly so she didn’t lose too much time.
“How long have I been sick?” she asked the woman.
“You’ve been here for three days,” the woman said kindly.
It meant the others should be at the border by now. It would be hard to catch up, but she wouldn’t let anything slow her down. When Jisana asked where she was, the woman said it was a farm outside Longford. The strange woman left Jisana alone with her thoughts.
Moments later, the door opened once more. This time she recognized the woman. “The fever broke,” the Green Wizard said, putting her hand on Jisana’s forehead to check. Then Haam’s large head appeared beside Brodia’s. He had a massive grin on it.
“You didn’t leave me?” Jisana asked.
“Of course not, silly girl,” Brodia said. “We’re the Four Crowns.”
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Chasing Rumors



The queen was partway through her daily pile of correspondence when the guard outside knocked to announce Sergeant Riman was there. She nodded to the guard standing on the inside. When the sergeant entered, she noted that he had aged since she was a teenager, but he looked strong. He wore the poppy red uniform, but as a visitor, he had removed his sword, leaving it with the outside guard.
This morning, she saw the Count of Broditch fly in from the west. She needed someone who could move about the city to keep her informed about the coming or going of Harpin spies. The first name that came to her was the man who protected her as a young girl.
“Your Majesty,” Sergeant Riman said with a crisp bow.
“Come here, Sergeant. We wish to discuss a matter with you in private.” She walked over to the window, looking out into the Abbey court. “We have a most secret request of you. We do not trust anyone else with this mission.”
“I am your servant, your Highness.”
“We heard rumors that a blind man left the city last month. We ask that you check the guards at each city gate to see if anyone remembers such a man. Be discreet, Sergeant,” she said. “The blind man will be dark-skinned and short. We believe he left around the time of the royal funeral. If you find this guard, take no action except to bring his name to me. Do not warn him, for he has done nothing wrong.”
Riman bowed. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Do you believe we have spies in the Palace?” Foliana asked. Riman nodded his head yes. “But we would not think any guard members could be spies,” she added quickly.
The sergeant didn’t respond at first, giving her hope he wasn’t a man who gave shallow answers to complex situations. Finally, he said, “I hope not, but I wouldn’t risk my life on it. In my years, I’ve seen several spy hunts. People that are loyal today can be turned tomorrow. They can succumb to money, ambition, or simply feel they have been poorly treated.”
“And our ministers?”
“Once they become a minister, Harpin will start a process to turn them. Mostly Harpin will fail. But they only need to succeed once, ma’am.”
It was a chilling thought but she saw the truth in it. She followed her instinct. “Ask your commander to see us. We will request that you retire from the guard to become our liaison.” The man’s face looked confused. “Who else can we trust, Sergeant? We both love our realm. And we have known you since we were a foolish little girl running about the palace, making life hell for the guard.”
As the sergeant left, she wondered if it was acceptable for a queen to have a gentleman-in-waiting, she doubted it, but then, when was there a ruling queen before?
[image: image-placeholder]Later that afternoon, Count Quon was in attendance at the Royal Court. Today, he wasn’t in his wheeled chair but floated upright, a few inches from the floor. He carried Preem’s mastyon, acting like he was leaning on it. Was he using it, or was he using that riding crop stuffed into his belt?
The knowledge that the count could kill her in a second added a thrill to the competition, making her heart beat faster. Despite his power, she wasn’t scared of what he could do to her; she could but die once. Her hatred of the man hadn’t diminished in the least amount.
“Your Majesty,” he began with a suitable bow. “Thank you for accepting my audience today.”
“My lord. We would not keep you from our court. We are aware that his highness Crown Prince Katan is just days from our city. We assume that you are here to discuss arrangements for his lodging. We fear our temporary arrangements will not reach his accustomed level of grandeur.”
“His Highness is aware of the situation, your grace. Undoubtedly, he will expect nothing more than simple accommodations.”
“Good. We are preparing a room in the West Tower. After the Collapse, it’s the best we have.” She paused. “By the Gods, we hate that term, the ‘Collapse.’ It is so far from the truth, don’t you think, my lord? From this time forward, we will call it the ‘Great Treachery.’”
The Count’s face paled. Then he recovered. “Your grace. There is another matter that I wish to raise with you.” She lifted her hand to signal for him to continue. “I would prefer to discuss it in a less public setting, your grace.”
“We see. What is the subject matter so we can determine if it interests us enough to bother with you?”
Unphased by her curt response, Quon said, “The wizards from Otanic, your grace.”
This was a surprise. Her first thought was that Riman had said something which would hurt if true. Still, if the count intended to kill her, let him do it here with Otanic’s nobles as witnesses. “You may discuss this in public, my lord. You carry Grand Wizard Preem’s staff as if it were a trophy, so why be secretive about whatever you say.”
The count hesitated momentarily before saying, “There are rumors, your Highness.”
She suppressed a sigh of relief as the bastard didn’t know anything important. She could play this game. “Of their survival? Yes, we have heard these too,” she said, allowing some excitement to creep into her voice. “We burned their bodies, but the idea that one or more survived would be most welcome to our people, my lord. Do you have proof?”
“No, your grace.”
She leaned forward a little. “We will do our best to chase these rumors too, my lord. And, the Gods willing, we will beat you to the truth.” She studied the count’s face; she was used to those strange eyes after so many days in Preem’s company when he was an apprentice. She saw the confusion on Quon’s face; it was good. “We look forward to meeting our cousin, my lord. Are there other matters you wish to bring to our attention today?”
“No, your grace.”
She leaned back. In a way she had never imagined, she enjoyed sparing with this decrepit man. But the game was dangerous. Still, it was practice for the bigger fight ahead with the crown prince.
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Breaking Taboos



Preem felt the sun on his face for the first time in two days. The air was hot, making his clothes cling uncomfortably to his body. Still, he was pleased, for they had managed to cross the ancient forest in a place far away from the usual path. The group of six took an enormous risk coming this way. However, the danger of encountering another Harpin patrol made this choice prudent.
Around him, the others sang praises to the Gods for guiding them through the confusion of tangled tree limbs and vines known as the ancient forest separating Otanic from Jongiloc. It would be easy to wander in circles through the maze, but the group rose at first light each morning before walking toward the sun. Once the sun was four hands above the horizon, they stopped until it was four hands from setting in the west, then they walked away from the sun, keeping it at their backs. It was a crude way to navigate, but after two days, they made it.
Three days ago, after little Jisana recovered from her fever, they cut across the farmland to the east until they entered the ancient forest. The group had lost one of the soldiers, severely wounded in the short fight for freedom in the rain. The group left him with a doctor in Longford.
“Jastur, we are through.” Brodia’s voice came from beside him. He asked her how the land looked; did she recognize it? “Similar to last year,” she replied. “We are at the edge of a wide swath of grassland. In the distance, I can see the start of a forest. If we walk south, we’ll find the road to Lago’s Folly to guide us through this next wide forest. We still have two hands of daylight left to make some progress.”
“Sergeant Wilan,” he called out, unsure where the sergeant was. “We thank you for escorting us to this place. Now you must turn back before the people of Jongiloc see you in your wonderful uniforms.”
“Aye, sir.” The sergeant’s voice came directly in front, less than twenty feet away. “We’ll turn back now.”
“I suggest going south until you find the roadway about thirty leagues from here. Crossing back to Otanic is easier if you follow the white stone markers,” Preem said. “Our path takes us across this grassland. We must use what daylight is left to us if we are to complete our mission on behalf of our queen,” Preem added for the benefit of Private Beel, who thought they were on a diplomatic mission to King Rullag.
“Good luck on your return through this forest,” Brodia said. “We heard the wolves howling, but there are bears too, Sergeant. Big, mean ones.”
“Come. Let us part now. We all serve the kingdom and must be about our duties,” Preem called, holding out his hand. Each of the two men escorting them rode up to clasp his hand, first Private Beel, then Sergeant Wilan.
“May the Gods look favorably on your quest,” the Sergeant whispered.
“We four have sworn not to stop until we avenge King Attim and the friends we lost in the Palace,” he whispered. Then in a louder voice, he added. “Good luck to you too, Sergeant. I hope we meet again to raise a tankard while we proudly boast about these trying times.”
Preem let his friends lead his horse across the grassland toward the Jongiloc forest. He could feel his ankles brushing through the grass. Riding as a blind man was hard as he struggled to anticipate any turn the horse made, causing him to lurch in the saddle and, on several occasions, almost come unseated. Over the last fortnight, he’d adapted to feel the horse’s muscles to foresee those moves better. But still, the horse took him by surprise sometimes.
Once they were in the shade of the next forest, he directed Brodia to go south until they found the road to Lago’s Folly. He guessed it would take them two days, but at least this part of Jongiloc should be deserted.
[image: image-placeholder]Judging time was Preem’s biggest challenge. Daylight or nighttime had little meaning, so he measured the days by the feeling of a fire warming his feet. It was five campfires after parting ways with the sergeant. His horse walked along what Jisana said was a road passing through fields of fluffy white flowers. Haam called out that he could see a light-brown smudge ahead, which Brodia said was Lago’s Folly.
After a short while, Jisana whispered that they were passing through the wall that was a mud pile twice her height and as thick as she was tall.
When he passed this way a year ago, he skirted the wall without seeing any of the buildings inside. This time he would enter, but he would only see it through the eyes of others. Still, it was an important milestone as it firmly established them in the Kingdom of Jongiloc.
“Last time, I stayed at the Wizard’s Wench,” Brodia said from nearby. “They may recognize me, so we’ll stop at the town’s other tavern.”
Shortly, his horse stopped. “It’s called the Snake’s Quandary,” Jisana said. She’d taken to describing things to him as they traveled. By now, she was comfortable riding a horse. “The sign shows a massive snake deciding between eating a goat or a girl. How horrible.”
He dismounted to let the young girl lead him into the tavern. The slight drop in temperature was welcome. As usual, their Otanic clothes were all wrong for this climate. Jisana led him to a table where he sat. He heard Haam’s breathing from the other side of the table. After laying his cane on the table, he reached out until Jisana’s small hand gripped his arm. Human touch was essential to him as a blind man. He heard Brodia walk confidently away. The bar must be several feet away as he could barely hear Brodia talking to the innkeeper.
“Innkeep, we need two rooms for the night.” Brodia’s voice came from the distance.
“What business do you have?” a man’s deep, raspy voice answered. “I can get into trouble for boarding a soldier from Otanic.” 
It was a worthwhile point that Preem forgot. He told Haam that he should find new clothes as soon as they settled into their rooms. Preem strained his ears to listen to Brodia’s response.
“We are a delegation from Otanic to see his majesty, King Rullag. This man is our escort, no more,” Brodia said. “Now, how much for two rooms?”
The innkeeper told her that it would cost a crown. Brodia didn’t like the answer, so the two began negotiating. As he listened to them talking in the distance, he wondered if a delegation would bargain with an innkeeper. He made a point of warning her later. But for now, he listened, admiring how she talked the man down after threatening to go to the Wizard’s Wench instead. The bargaining ended with a cost of seven eighths for two rooms, meals, plus stabling for the horses.
After agreeing on the price, Brodia told the innkeeper, “My name’s Tipini, and my husband is Jastur. Our assistants will take the smaller room. For now, we’ll take some wine with bread and cheese. Do you have white cheese? … Good.”
[image: image-placeholder]Thirty minutes later, he sat alone with Brodia in their room while Haam accompanied Jisana to the market to purchase Jongiloc-appropriate clothing. Haam was to give up his uniform so they could continue as ordinary travelers. Wanting some rest time, Preem also asked them to explore the town.
He sat on the bed, resting his hands in his lap. He was alone once more with Brodia, allowing him to languish in her company. It meant he had to suppress his other desires. Why would she want a blind man anyway?
“Would you like me to leave you in peace, my love?” Brodia asked.
“No, I feel tired but want to rest with you.”
He felt her get on the bed behind him; she helped him out of his jacket. Then Brodia reached around to unbutton his shirt. Preem shrugged out of it before leaning back. But she placed her hands on his shoulders, holding him up.
Her rough, calloused fingers kneaded his tight muscles. It felt wonderfully invigorating. Though blind, he imagined closing his eyes to give in to her honest farmgirl hands. Her fingers moved down to work the muscles on his back, loosening the knots. A small groan of pleasure escaped from his lips.
“Is it good?” she whispered.
“Yes.” He leaned back again. This time she didn’t stop him but guided him down to the bed.
They rolled over until he faced her back. The smell of her hair was intoxicating. He wrapped his free hand to hug her under her breasts, happy to get lost in her scent.
Brodia’s hand rested on top of his; they interlocked fingers. He felt her easing his hand over her breast. She squeezed his hand so he felt her soft flesh through her shirt.
He sucked in a breath. “Squirrel?”
“Shush, Fingers.”
Her hard nipple surprised him. He kept sliding his fingers across it, marveling at how it felt. She held her hand on top but didn’t force his hand. Now she followed for a second. Then she retook the lead, pulling his hand down. Of course, he’d been wrong, acting like the predator male. A flush of guilt took him. 
Brodia guided his hand back up. Now it was under her shirt. Her skin was soft, warm, and an enticing contrast to her rough fingers. Upward she eased his hand as he marveled at her skin over her tight muscles. When they reached the mound of her breast, she pushed his hand over the top. Her skin was rose-petal soft. The flesh was delicate, while her nipple was hard but forgiving.
“Fingers,” she sighed.
“How does it feel?” Once again, a flash of uncertainty gripped him, so he pulled his hand away.
“Don’t stop.” Brodia shifted until she was lying on her back. She moved his hand until it was caressing her right breast.
He slipped his hand to her other breast. As soft as the first, but the nipple was flat. As he played with it, it grew harder; he was fascinated by how her body worked.
When her now hard nipple was bumping under his fingers, Brodia squeezed his hand to cuddle her breast. Then she guided his hand back down. Preem held his breath, lost as his fingers passed over her belly button. He waited for his fingers to hit her belt, but nothing stopped it. Her hand continued to lead him down as he slipped through her hair and over a small mound.
Everything was a blur after that. They both moved fast. He kept expecting her to stop, but she didn’t, guiding him in what she wanted.
After, as he lay on his back with her naked body lying on top, a guiltless warmth infused his body. Never could he have imagined such a feeling of belonging to another person. A distant unattached thought came to him. Somehow, he’d forgotten how scared he was about doing this for the first time. “I love you,” he whispered. He had broken a rule of wizardry, but he didn’t regret it.
“I love you too,” she said. She lifted her head off his chest. He waited for another kiss, but instead, she asked, “What should we do now?”
“Well, I owe you a massage,” he replied, though he was too comfortable to move to give her one.
“I mean afterward.”
He heard the uncertainty in her voice. “Ah, indeed, what should we do?” He thought for a moment, trusting his feelings. This felt too right to be wrong. “I still believe we only have one master, but for now, that master is away.” He eased her head back on his chest. “So, for now, we can have each other.”
“Until the farm, then?” she asked. He agreed they were free until they reached the farm. “What about Haam or Jisana?” she said.
“They aren’t fools, my love. They know how we feel.” Then the real reason that love wasn’t allowed for wizards came to his mind. “It will be hard for us whenever the other is in danger. This is our burden. We can never let this turn us from our mission. When the others see this, they will not object to our love.”
“I hope you’re right,” she said. He felt her hands on his chest as she pushed herself up to sit astride him. “I want you again, Fingers” she whispered. “The massage can wait.”
[image: image-placeholder]It was raining in the morning, so the group decided to wait out the weather before leaving. For the next two nights, Preem made love with Brodia. With practice, he got better, finding new ways to enjoy her closeness. All guilt was gone after the second night together. 
Haam seemed to accept the situation while Jisana reveled in it. On their final night together, Brodia told him that Jisana had asked for all the details. The idea of sharing their intimate moments horrified Preem, but Brodia assured him it was a woman thing. Besides, she left the more private details out.
After two rainy days of rest in Lago’s Folly, the rain cleared in the late afternoon. It was time to move on. Early in the morning, with the air humid from the rain, Preem mounted his brown mare. He was ambivalent about being underway. He didn’t know when next he would be alone with Brodia, but he desperately wanted to reach their goal far to the southeast. He waited until someone began leading his mare along the road.
“Lago’s Folly will always have a special place in my heart,” Brodia said from beside him. “But I’m glad we’re on the way again.”
It amazed him how easily she read his mind. “It waits for us, Squirrel. I’m keen to make it ours as I’m a blind man until then.”
“Soon, Fingers. Soon it will be ours.” He felt her hand on his arm. If not for the sense of duty driving him forward, he could allow himself to get lost in this new sense of comfort that came from knowing she was nearby. “Turn left to pass through the North Gate,” she called out to whoever led his horse.
Within a hand, he’d settled into the mare’s rhythm, feeling her withers as she walked along. It allowed him to predict her moves better. Meanwhile, Brodia maintained a fast walking pace. She was as keen to reach Lowmouth as he was.
At the noonday break, he asked Jisana, sitting beside him, how she liked riding.
“I like it very much,” she replied. “It was so strange at first, but now I keep my heels down. I don’t think I’ll ever be as good as Haam, who looks like he was born on a horse. But I do feel as if I am joined to Gray now.”
“Are you happy we’re moving again?”
“I am. When I feel the saddle's leather, I think of Squirt,” she said. “He never treated me like I was a street beggar.”
He patted her knee as he leaned over to whisper. “You have nothing to regret about your time on the streets. It made you stronger. One day you will be a leader of men.”
After the break, Preem was back on his mare, led by Haam. The sun's heat beat on him, but the thinner Jongiloc clothes made it less oppressive. Preem’s mind relaxed. The gentle rocking motion almost put him to sleep after a busy time last night.
To keep himself awake, he let his mind wander to the challenges he’d face near Lowmouth. Still, he almost dozed off. Suddenly, the mare danced her front feet before shying to one side. Preem found himself falling with no idea where the ground was. Crashing onto something hard that knocked the breath out of him, he felt like the ground had crushed him. He lay there, hearing the calls from Brodia and Jisana, but he kept still.
After a second, he tried to move, but Haam was already beside him. “Stay still,” he commanded. Preem obeyed. Brodia was beside him as Haam eased him onto his back. Preem felt the stabbing pain in his right leg.
“Broken,” Haam said. The matter-of-factness in his voice calmed Preem. It was too late to change his fate.
Trying to laugh, all Preem could manage was a raspy cough. “By the Gods, that’s justice,” he said between coughs. “Now I’ll be limping on both legs.”
“Hush now.” That was Brodia; he felt her hands slide down his back. Then she asked if he could move his hands. He found he could. “What about your feet?”
The left one moved fine, but he gasped in pain when he tried to flex his right one. “My back’s fine,” he grunted through gritted teeth.
“We have to go back,” Haam said.
The idea mortified Preem. He couldn’t let his stupidity thwart the Four Crown’s mission. “How far to the next village?”
“You know as well as I that it’s too far.” Brodia sounded angry. Then in a more pragmatic tone, she added. “We’ll go back to Lago’s Folly. Should we bind his leg?”
“I must set it before binding it.” That was Haam’s voice. Preem felt as if his friends were having a conversation that excluded him.
“Jisana, find some branches we can use,” Brodia commanded.
Preem was helpless as the pain stripped away his ability to think clearly. All he could do was lay back to let Brodia take control. He was no longer the leader of this group.
“I’m going to carry you,” Haam warned. Another wave of pain came up his leg, but Preem forced his body to relax, letting the pain wash off him like rain from Clovermouth’s orange roofs. Haam walked many steps before he lowered Preem back onto some grass.
Preem lay in his sweat-soaked clothes waiting for what would surely come. Would it hurt as much as his broken left ankle all those years ago?
“Are you ready?” Haam asked. 
Preem thought Haam was talking to him, but he wasn’t. Preem felt two sets of hands grasp his arms to hold him still. A massive pain, then peace again. He lay back, gasping to get air into his lungs as Haam’s strong hands bound two lengths of wood to his right lower leg. Exhausted, Preem drifted into sleep.
When he woke up, he was lying at an angle on a platform that bumped under him, sending pain up his right leg at every waggle. In total darkness, it took a while before he realized a horse was dragging him behind it. The pain in his right leg was intense. Once again, he forced his body to relax as he lay on the platform. As he drifted into the comfort of sleep, he tried to dream of Brodia; it was the only way he could still see her face. But his mind wasn’t his own. Instead, he found images of Daffodils chasing Brodia across the land while he watched from a distant hilltop. Behind him, the Gods said they had warned him what could happen if he gave into his predatory desires.
The next time he woke, he was lying flat on his back. “Is anyone there?” Is that my voice? He sounded like a frog.
“Ze ... Jastur, you’re awake.” Brodia’s voice came from beside him. “How do you feel?”
“Weak. What happened?” he asked, knowing he had fallen off his horse breaking his leg. But he didn’t know how bad it was.
“You fell onto an old tree stump, breaking both the lower bones in your right leg, but Haam says it isn’t too bad. He set them. Now we are halfway back to Lago’s Folly.”
They were going back once again. He’d been a fool to think things were going well. “I’ve cost us a couple of days.”
She held his hand as she whispered, “Hush, Fingers. The Gods have their plans too.” Her words stopped his self-pity. He relaxed; it was the perfect thing to say.
The next day, Jisana was walking beside his litter when she announced the clay walls of Lago’s Folly were in sight. He asked where the sun was. “It’s the middle of the morning,” she replied.
“Mount up, Jisana,” Brodia called from nearby. “I want to have a doctor look at Jastur’s leg.”
A moment later, the gait of Preem’s horse changed to a trot, increasing the pain in his leg, but he made no complaint. The bouncing motion continued for a while until the horse finally stopped.
“My husband’s blind, doctor,” Brodia said to someone.
“Yes, so your friend said.” The stranger’s voice was light but thoughtful, well-educated. “He has a broken leg from yesterday. You did right to ride ahead to get me. Can you take him to his room?”
Haam carried him gently up the stairs to lay him on a bed. Preem remained still as the doctor felt along his right leg. He answered all the physician’s questions gracefully. Yes, his leg felt tender; no, he felt no tingling or other pains; yes, he was weak.
“Tipini, three weeks rest,” the doctor announced after several minutes. “Make a ginger or mint tea for the pain. Have him eat plenty of cheese and olives, washed down by tea or red wine. Stay off that leg, young man.” That last statement the doctor directed at him.
“Thank you, doctor,” Brodia said.
Preem listened to the doctor leaving the room. He wanted to give in to this delay, accept it as part of some plan he couldn’t comprehend. But he felt useless instead. The great Bone Crusher had become a worthless plank of wood, lying on a bed, holding back the group whose destiny was to avenge the royal family of Otanic.
“Tipini?” Preem said. He felt her sit on the bed beside him. She held his hand, a sign that they were alone. “Removing contamination from a d’dec is a slow process. You cannot rush it. If it takes a week, then so be it,” he explained, as thoughts of slipping away dominated his thoughts once more.
“What are you talking about?” she asked, her voice becoming sterner.
“There is nothing so pathetic as an old man struggling to remain relevant as the world slides him by. You are the future now.”
“Be quiet, or I’ll kick you where I hit Egan last year.”
But he couldn’t let her deflect him. “Listen, Squirrel. You must prowl around the outside of Yarin’s d’dec with your mind but do not engage it directly. Let it learn who you are until you feel it accepting you.”
“Shut up,” she said harshly. “Shut up. Because I’m not leaving you behind, and nor are the others. We are four, and four is what we will remain.”
Preem turned on his side, away from her. It would take some time, but eventually, she would see he was right. They should go on without him.
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Negotiations



Five days had passed since Foliana’s last meeting with the Count of Broditch. This morning, her staff settled Crown Prince Katan into the West Tower, in the same room where Preem hid as he recovered. The perverse nature of the arrangement amused her. Yesterday Sergeant Riman provided the names of two pairs of guards who remembered seeing a blind man leave the city, each from a different gate. She arranged for the promotion of all four men to cavalry units assigned to patrolling the southern coast, getting them away from Harpin’s prying eyes.
The Queen read the state correspondence in her private chambers in the South Tower. Each day the chancellor provided a fresh pile of letters for her, which took most of her free time to read. Studying these communications became a chore. As she read, she waited for the crown prince to visit her in her chambers. The thought of this meeting made her uneasy. The reports indicated that he deferred all his decisions to his father, King Tarik. How much independence for Otanic could she wheedle out of him?
She was interrupted by a confident knock on her door. The guard inside opened it to reveal a tall thin man dressed in a dark blue uniform with a light blue sash. An excess of gold braiding weighed down the man. He didn’t bow or smile.
“My lady,” he said in a firm voice. 
But she was irked by how he addressed her. So, she repaid him in kind, “My lord.”
From behind the crown prince, she saw Count Quon floating. He drifted to the prince’s side before bowing. “Your Majesty,” he said formally. At least one of them had the manners to address her correctly. It was a pity that it was the one she loathed.
After Prince Katan’s slight, her planned gentleness melted like a dusting of snow in autumn. She would be subtly forceful. “We pray that your trip was not too arduous?”
“It was a long trip. I do not find much to commend the fourth kingdom, ma’am.” Katan turned to glance at the guard by her door. “Even your King’s Guard seem dowdy to me.”
“These men are members of the Queen’s Guard, my lord.” The prince’s lack of civility surprised her. Was he a fool, or was he trying to anger her? She decided to smile. “Maybe, my lord, we should postpone this meeting until your mood is better suited to it.” When the floating count went to say something, she cut him off, “Count Quon, we have not given you leave to speak.”
Prince Katan stared at her. She could almost see the coach wheels of his mind spinning. Then he smiled. “No, my lady, we can complete our conversation.”
She took note of his dark curly hair and short, well-trimmed beard. Overall, he was not ugly; it could have been worse. “Will our cousin join us?” She said as she ambled to the window, leaving the count floating by the door. “If we will marry,” she began in a voice too low for the count to hear, “we need to reach an agreement we can both live with.”
“My lady should remember that the Gods anointed me as crown prince. I do not need any compromises.”
“And my lord should recall that we are the queen of our realm, anointed by those same Gods,” she replied, keeping her voice soft, even though she wanted to scream her reply at the arrogant fool. “As the queen, we expect the same respect within our realm that we will give when we visit your father.” Prince Katan stared at her without responding. She needed something they could agree on. “The Gods haven’t anointed the count, and I despise the upstart who killed my mother. The parvenue has been flying around this city for the past week, scaring our people.” Foliana hated doing it but placed her hand on the prince’s arm. “We should be alone,” she added seductively.
The prince snorted a brief laugh. “I too loathe the count who thinks he rules my father because he can do a little magic.” The prince turned to face Count Quon, still floating near the door. “You may leave us, my lord.”
“But, your Highness,” the count responded.
Prince Katan marched across the room to whisper to the count. After some discussion, the count floated out. Katan returned to her by the window with a satisfied grin. “Besides, the man is impotent. What use is a man like that?” He brushed her hand before adding, “Once you dismiss your guard, we will be alone, your grace.” This time he gave a suitable bend of his head.
She smiled to herself at how easily men were ruled by what hung between their legs. “First, we must reach an agreement. We love our land as you love your own. We will not see it raped. Now, what are your father’s demands?”
Taken aback, the prince stammered, “I have a document drawn up by my father’s council. I will present it to your ministers.”
“To live in harmony, we should agree on the main points while letting the administrators fight over the smaller details,” she said. But the prince said his father wasn’t willing to compromise. She didn’t know what was in that document, though she was sure it would be too harsh to bear. Knowing she needed to establish a strong bargaining position, she told him, “Our people will act as we command. We will burn our crops if your father plans to violate our people. We will starve, but Harpin will only acquire the wheat’s husk when it wants the grain.” She turned back to stare out the window, giving Katan time to think.
He took a deep breath before speaking. “My father demands Otanic surrender its armies,” he said. Foliana easily detected the uncertainty in his voice. He wasn’t expecting to become trapped in the manure of discussing these demands. “Otanic must also follow the laws of Harpin and pay an annual tribute of a hundred thousand crowns.”
She didn’t hear a requirement to swear fealty to King Tarik, but she suspected it would also be a demand. These orders were as bad as she expected. “Your father intends to rape us,” Foliana noted as she stared out the window at the ruined palace. Prince Katan fidgeted. “We cannot live with these demands, your Highness.” She turned to gaze at Katan before repeating, “No, we cannot live with this at all. We would rather die on the battlefield defending our honor than be raped in this manner.”
“You use the term rape, but it –”
“I see the honor in your eyes,” she lied, trying to win him to her cause. “You know this is rape. We will not soften our words!”
There was silence for several minutes before Prince Katan spoke again. “What will your Highness agree to that my father can accept?” he asked softly.
“We will keep five thousand men at arms for the Queen’s Regiment.”
“Two thousand.”
“Two thousand for the regiment plus five hundred cavalrymen to patrol the lands. Our people will welcome the familiar uniform and feel safer.”
“Agreed, ma’am.”
“Call us Foliana, my Prince.”
And so, the negotiations continued. In thirty minutes, she convinced the prince that they should rule as co-regents under an independent set of laws for Otanic, approved by him, while the tribute would be twenty thousand crowns. In return, she would swear allegiance to his father.
After agreeing on the main points, she dismissed the inside guard. Katan stayed to share wine with pastries. He may have wanted something else, but she limited him to a short kiss on the cheek. He wouldn’t get more before they married.
They sat for a hand, discussing their countries without mentioning Harpin’s demands. As three o’clock approached, she invited him to attend the Royal Court. He gracefully accepted, saying he didn’t need to return to his room to prepare.
Foliana asked the outside guard to send for Lady Janu. When her lady-in-waiting arrived, Foliana whispered some instructions to her. Lady Janu hurried out to obey.
Later, at the Royal Court, she did him the honor of letting him accompany her into the throne room, where Lady Janu had managed to get another seat placed for him on her left. Yes, the negotiations had gone well. Many years of unsuccessfully trying to manipulate Preem had trained her for the day a man like Katan came into her life. A puppy dog ready for training, albeit an arrogant puppy dog.
The Four Crowns lurked somewhere, preparing for Otanic to rise again. She had no idea where they were, one blind man left by the West Gate, the other by the North Gate. In truth, she didn’t care. They each had different roles to play.
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An Old Friend



“How do you feel?” she asked him as he lay on the bed, his leg immobilized. It was a silly question, but she was desperate to find a way into his mind after a frustrating night with him acting like a piece of driftwood washed up on the beach.
Preem turned his head to face her; it was a mask of frustration. “How do you think? My leg hurts, and I can’t move from this bed.”
“I know that much. I mean, how do you feel?” Brodia tapped his head to stress her point.
“I’m slowing us down,” he replied. “My king is dead because I failed him: my apprentice is dead because I failed him: and the kingdom is gone because I failed it.”
“It’s upon you how you take your setbacks,” she replied, repeating an expression he gave her before she escorted the princess to Lastin’s spring flower festival. “You could be crazy mad for revenge, hitting everything around you. Or you could be unable to function. Each of us has these choices.”
“Don’t lecture me.” The harshness of his tone surprised her. Was she losing him?
She tried again, speaking in measured tones. “We’re a team. We can talk the truth to each other.”
Preem used his hands to pull himself into a sitting position but winced at the pain. She helped him sit with his back supported by their rolled-up blankets. She sensed he was using the motion to settle his mood. When he spoke, his tone was softer. “You should lead the others to our destination, leaving me here. I heard the doctor say I needed three weeks in bed. Without me slowing you down, you can be there before I can leave Lago’s Folly. The most important thing is beating Quon to Yarin’s d’dec. I will join you later, or you can return to get me.”
His plan would make sense, except she could think of several problems. Not least was her belief he wouldn’t be here when she returned. She shook her head, afraid of confronting him over her fears.
“You know it makes sense,” he repeated.
“Where will you go once I’ve left?” she asked. She saw from his face that her words struck the truth. “Will you return to Clovermouth? I think not because it’s too risky for your family. Will you return to Otanic?” Her words were making tears well in her eyes. “No to that too. So, you’ll disappear. As you said once in the past, you’ll remove yourself from the board like a withered wizard.” She paused as she wiped away her tears. “Is that what you are, Grand Wizard Preem, the Bone Crusher? A withered wizard?”
“You must be careful with the contamination,” he said, repeating his advice from yesterday. 
But she cut him off quickly. “You’re willing to risk my mind becoming scrambled like breakfast eggs so you can wallow in your sorrow. We’re a team.”
“We were a team,” he said. “But a team needs people who contribute to the team’s target. I will only slow or destroy that goal.”
Brodia didn’t respond. Instead, she reached her hand inside his shirt to rub his chest. Maybe there was something else she could give him to lighten his mood.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Changing the subject,” she responded.
He pulled her hand out with the words, “Maybe later.”
Frustrated at all her failures with him, she stood. “I’ll go to the market to get you some special bread they have here, plus some soft cheese and black olives.” The dismal expression on his face scared her.
“I’m sorry.”
She closed the door behind her. It was worse than she had thought. Never before had Zenii apologized for anything.
[image: image-placeholder]As Brodia walked across the corner of the village square to Lago’s Folly’s market, she was anxious. Maybe she was more nervous than when she walked with Nifbar to face Yarin a year ago. Then she knew it would be a simple fight to the death, but this time, Preem’s mood had her fearing for everything. The future of Otanic, her own destiny, and even her being a Defender of Vosj. If Preem were gone, her world would collapse into a rubble pile like Kefnu Palace.
Her dear mother’s advice on a man’s heart returned to her. She knew the way to Preem’s heart, so she would get him what he liked best.
At the green stall, she bought a pouch of slightly salty black olives. From the white stall, she purchased some of Zenii’s favorite soft cheese. But the main item she acquired from the yellow stall. When she passed through last year, she discovered rings of thin bread that were crispy outside but soft inside.
“What do you call these?” she asked, giving the merchant three to wrap up.
“Cemits, ma’am. They are a tradition in this part of Jongiloc.”
“Wonderful tradition, sir. I could eat –”
“Brodia? Is that you?”
Her stomach clenched at the mention of her real name. Turning, she saw a familiar face striding toward her. She quickly picked up the cemits before hurrying to meet her friend, trying to put some distance between herself and the merchant.
“Hi, Palu. It’s wonderful to see you.” She hugged her friend from a year ago as she whispered, “My real name could be my death. My name’s Tipini now.”
“Alright,” Palu whispered back. Then Palu linked Brodia’s arm to escort her back to the yellow stall. “I see you bought some cemits, Tipini,” Palu announced in a clear voice. “I’m here for the same reason.”
Minutes later, they strolled around the town square, chewing on one of Palu’s cemits. With no one nearby, they talked in hushed tones. “So, how did things go? Did you give your ... teacher another chance?”
“You were so right. I was a young buffoon,” Brodia replied, remembering how foolish she was when she ran away from Preem a year ago. “But now we both flee from Otanic. Have you heard what happened?”
“We heard that the Kefnu Palace is gone, along with the king,” Palu said. Then pulling Brodia closer, she whispered, “And all of the wizards. That’s what people say.”
“I still live, but people must continue to believe I died.”
“And your teacher, you said,” Palu added. Brodia felt trapped by her loose tongue a moment ago. “Your secret is safe with me,” Palu assured her. “In the ancient forest, I would have been meat for a bear if not for you.”
Brodia walked to a backless bench near the middle of the square. Palu followed as Brodia collected her thoughts. Last year, Palu gave the advice that helped her see what a fool she had been with Preem. Maybe Palu could help her again. The Gods knew she needed sound advice on how to break him out of his malaise. Palu sat silently beside her on the bench, waiting for Brodia to reach her decision.
Brodia needed to confide in someone, so she opened her heart again to her middle-aged friend. “My teacher was blinded when the palace collapsed. Then, two days ago, he fell from his horse, breaking his leg. Now he lies on his bed, convinced he has no more worth. I could kick the fool in his broken leg.” Brodia ripped one of her cemits, offering one half to Palu. After eating a piece to settle her nerves, Brodia continued, “I’m married to the fool in all but name, but he doesn’t listen to me. He’s as goat stubborn as my father.”
“I see,” Palu said softly.
When Brodia glanced at her friend, she found Palu smiling back. “What?”
“Nothing,” Palu replied. “Would you like me to talk to him?”
It was more than Brodia expected. She wanted to say yes but thought Preem wouldn’t open up to a stranger. She was about to say it wouldn’t work when she visualized Preem sitting beside Palu, who kept saying ‘I see’ as he explained why he was useless. So, Brodia said, “Could you?”
“Come, show me where this goat-stubborn man lies.”
Fifteen minutes later, Brodia sat at a tavern table, sipping red wine. Palu had gone up the stairs, carrying Preem’s bread and cheese on one of the tavern’s wooden platters as if she were the serving maid.
Brodia waited patiently. Haam had gone for a walk with Jisana to give her some private time with Preem, but she had ceded that time to Palu. It seemed a long time before Palu walked down the stairs to join her.
Brodia watched Palu intently as she approached. Was Palu able to break through Preem’s morass of self-pity? Brodia was suddenly desperate that Palu had succeeded.
“He’s resting. You shouldn’t disturb him for a while,” Palu said as soon as she sat. Brodia asked how he was. But Palu didn’t answer immediately. She glanced around the tavern before shaking her head. “Let’s go for a walk.”
They walked side by side across the town square to the same bench. Palu said, “My husband had a cousin who was blind. She sometimes became frustrated or angry because she didn’t know if it was day or night. I believe Jastur has the same feelings. It makes them weak or confused at times.”
Strangely this felt like good news because it meant it wasn’t Preem’s fault entirely. “What can I do to help?”
“Be patient. Listen to him,” Palu replied. “He told me you were going to Lowmouth.”
“Yes. But now we cannot ride, so I must search for a wagon. Do you know a blacksmith?”
“There’s a good blacksmith near the eastern gate.”
Brodia anxiously hugged herself. “What else did Jastur say?”
“We talked mostly about him. He’s scared, Tipini. Scared of being useless.”
“I have so much more to learn from him. He’ll never be useless to me.”
“If you don’t mind me being blunt. It matters not what you think. You have to convince him.”
“I will, Palu. As before, I owe you many thanks.”
“Good luck to you all. May Amira look down on you all with her love.” 
As Brodia embraced Palu, she told Palu they would be in Lago’s Folly for a few more weeks until Jastur regained his strength. She was welcome to visit at any time.
Sitting alone in the tavern, Brodia thought about how she could engage Preem in things besides his health. Finally, she decided to talk to him about his apprentice years under Sarn the Sage. It was a time she knew little about, so it would offer her some insights for the day she would be a grand wizard.
[image: image-placeholder]“Someone told me you could help with a wagon,” Brodia said as she approached the heavy-set blacksmith, pounding hot iron on his anvil with a large hammer.
Two days had passed since Palu talked to Preem. The change in his mentality was profound. Now Brodia chatted with him about being an apprentice. His stories of handling a mischievous preteen Princess Foliana made her laugh. In her mind, she could see the reluctant young Preem forced to catch the princess, who would throw herself off the parapet. Brodia loved him dearly and hated to see him down, but talking about Grand Wizard Sarn helped, so he was once more engaged in the quest.
The heavy-set blacksmith glanced at her. “I have a wagon for sale if you care to look at it, ma’am.” Putting down his heavy hammer, the Haam-sized man pointed toward the back of his shop. She followed the middle-aged man to the back past the forge. The blacksmith, wearing the obligatory leather apron, told a teenage boy to continue his work.
Outside in the early afternoon sun, the smith walked to an old wagon. It was the same size as the one on her father’s farm; two horses could easily pull it.
“Take your time, ma’am. You’ll see it’s in good shape despite being a few years old.”
She walked around the wagon slowly, checking each wheel’s metal rims, which were too thin, and all the pin connections. The solid-looking hitching shaft lay in the bed, but the corroded rings were unacceptable. The seat springs had a heavy rust crust on them.
“My name’s Tipini,” she said, offering her arm. It was time to begin the bargaining. “Have you been the blacksmith here for long?” she asked.
“Names Bimun.” He extended his arm to shake. “I’ve been the smith here for twenty years. I’m the best you’ll find about these parts.”
“Your apprentice looks young,” she said, continuing the small talk as she sized the man up.
“Lost my last one a year ago. He left for Lowmouth. He was a good smith.” Bimun paused as if reflecting on the past. “The fool ran off with a young woman, saying he was looking for his sister. I had hopes he’d take over from me one day. This new boy has a long way to go.”
So, this was the blacksmith Nifbar apprenticed with. “It must give some pleasure to see your apprentices become successful,” she said. She felt some sympathy for losing his apprentice, but this was a negotiation, so she kept her mind on the goal. “What are you selling the wagon for?” she asked quickly, hoping to get an unguarded response.
“Well now, let me see,” Bimun said, putting his hands on his hips. “The axles are in fine shape, and most metal fittings are fine. I’ll take twenty crowns.”
“The hitching rings are corroded,” she countered. “And judging by the rust on the seat springs, this wagon’s been sitting here for years,” Brodia said, running her hands over the seat springs. “Once the harvest is past, you’ll have to wait till next year. I’ll take it off your hands for ten.”
“Sixteen,” he replied after a moment's thought. She pointed out that the wheels needed new bands. He offered to sell the wagon for fifteen after replacing the bands. The bargaining went on; Brodia loved the game. However, Bimun seemed to enjoy it just as much. She wanted harnesses for two horses included, which Bimun said he’d do for seventeen crowns total.
“Fifteen for a friend of Nifbar,” she said at the end.
The surprised look on Bimun’s face was perfect. “You knew him then?”
“I did. Red hair with big muscles,” she said before adding. “I was hoping he’d be here.” A small lie, but enough to deflect the smith from guessing her role in Nifbar’s disappearance.
“I’ll let you have it for fifteen, given you knew my old apprentice.”
“Good. For Nifbar’s old master, I’ll pay you twelve silver Otanic crowns, that’s worth more than fifteen Jongiloc crowns.”
The smith laughed. “You could have started with that, then. Still, I love bargaining, especially with a pretty woman.”
“I adore bargaining too. But you are full of horse manure,” she said with a smile. “Did you ever hear from Nifbar?” she asked, suddenly eager to hear how her erstwhile lover was doing.
“I had a letter from the young man over the winter,” Bimun replied. “He never found his sister, saying that monster who passed through here last year killed her.”
“Snake food,” Brodia mumbled, remembering the first encounter with Yarin. It was a mistake because Bimun’s hearing was good for a blacksmith.
“You are the young woman Nifbar went with,” he said softly. “You match the description. Short with black hair plus wicked sharp with her tongue.” Brodia glared at the smith for a second, but he smiled back. “You’ve got no need to fear me miss. Nifbar’s letter said he was doing well. He’s married and found himself a forge. I’m glad the lad made good for himself.”
Trying to cover her mistake, Brodia said, “Things didn’t work out for us. But I still like the fool, so it’s good to hear he did well.” Brodia took a deep breath before returning to the bargaining. “When will the wagon be ready? I’ll need it in a week if that’s possible.” The blacksmith nodded his agreement. Finally, she took some Otanic crowns from her purse. “Here’s five crowns as proof of my trust.”
“It’s none of my business,” Bimun asked, “but do you have a long way to go?”
“We do.”
When she offered no further details, he took the five crowns. “If you ever see Nifbar, please give him my best regards. He’s welcome back any time he chooses.”
“I will,” she replied. She walked back out through the forge that was ringing to the sounds of a hammer. The young apprentice was pounding away, making horseshoe blanks.
Could they stay out of trouble for a week? She was concerned that she’d just started some unwelcome rumors.
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Discovered



He’d been back in Lago’s Folly for a week, confined to his bed except for short daily walks around his room while leaning heavily on Haam’s shoulder. Eager to get going, Preem knew he had to give some time for his stupid bones to heal. It had been four days since the tavern’s serving woman chatted with him; she was an amazingly insightful woman. Each day he looked for Palu to bring him food so he could continue the conversation, but she hadn’t returned.
Brodia wanted to know about his time as Sarn’s apprentice or journeyman wizard. It pulled out memories he’d long since shelved. Recalling his struggles to satisfy his teacher, reminded him that life was a journey, not a destination. He was still on that voyage; only now, he made it in darkness. Nanuj had always been a part of his life, but now he found satisfaction by playing games in his imagination. Surprisingly he was finding new traps.
The main problem he faced was his strength. After a week of inactivity, he was weak. Last night he was together with Brodia for the first time since he broke his leg. Afterward, he was exhausted, falling asleep like a newborn baby. It wasn’t good!
A knock came on his door as he lay on the bed playing a game of nanuj in his head. “Come in,” he called out, hoping it was Palu.
Someone came in, but it wasn’t Palu. “I have something for you,” Haam said.
“What’s that?” Preem quickly suppressed his disappointment.
“I made these so you can move around more.” Haam helped him swing his legs over the side of the bed. “Stand on your good leg.” Haam pulled him onto his left leg. “Put these under your arms.” Preem felt Haam easing two pieces of wood under his armpits. Reaching down, he felt the poles. “You can lean your weight on these two poles.” Preem found he could support his weight. Soon he was moving around his room unaided, banging into a wall several times.
Preem was impressed with how he could move without anyone’s help. The journey continued. “Does Tipini know?” he asked.
“I thought we’d try them first,” Haam said from the other side of the room.
“Good. Before Tipini can say no, let’s go downstairs so I can feel the sun on my skin once again.”
Haam offered to carry him down the stairs, but Preem wanted to try by himself. The first step was the worst. Should he go foot first or pole first? Putting the pole first meant bending his left knee, which made his right foot touch the floor, sending a sharp pain up his leg. Finally, he pushed his broken leg past the step to bend and reach down with the poles. The narrow steps made it harder, but he managed the first step. He heard the grunt of approval from Haam in front of him. After a few steps, Preem had the proper technique. Halfway down, he was tired. However, he refused to let Haam carry him. By the bottom, he was exhausted.
He stumped his way outside, guided by Haam. At last, he could feel the sun on his face as he sat on the tavern’s porch. He fought to bring his breathing back under control.
“I have to get stronger,” he panted. Haam didn’t say anything. Preem hadn’t spoken much to Haam, at least nothing personal. It meant he didn’t know the man himself. “What do you think of the team?” Preem asked. “My broken leg has cost us a week; it will cost at least another week before we leave. It’s a set back I would give anything to alleviate.”
“The team is good. Little Jisana is a marvelously spunky girl. Nothing seems to scare her. I saw her fight off a bigger beggar boy, and then she rode in the rain to free us, despite getting a fever,” Haam said. Preem agreed with him about the girl from the streets. “Then I saw Tipini stop the stones of the palace from reaching the princess,” Haam whispered. “She is not only fast, but I know she defeated one of them wizards once.” Preem proudly told him Tipini stopped the Gray Wizard four times.
As Haam described the team's exploits, he didn’t mention Preem. It wasn’t an omission, Preem had done little for the cause, and he sensed that Haam considered him the wide, weak knot in the wooden plank. He didn’t see any chance to change that view until they reached their destination.
Changing the subject, Preem asked Haam to narrate what he saw in the village square, asking him if any Brotherhood members were walking around. Haam described the few people that moved about the green. He saw no men in yellow smocks, though he did see two men facing each other across a table outside the other tavern. Wondering if they were playing nanuj, Preem suggested they go for a walk across the square.
As Preem moved across the grass, he asked Haam if he played nanuj. Haam admitted to playing a few games in the barracks but wasn’t good at it. However, he did remember the names of the pieces. Preem was getting better at using the crutches, marveling at their practicality. As they neared the other tavern, Haam said the two men were playing nanuj.
“Good, then you can describe the games these players play. Just tell me where each one moves his pieces.” Preem took a moment to explain how the board’s positions are named.
A minute later, Haam guided him to a chair. In front he heard the two players talking in hushed tones. “Gentlemen?” he asked, “can I watch you play?”
“Aren’t you blind?”
“Indeed. But my friend can tell me your moves while my imagination shows me the board.”
When a new game started, Haam described the first move, “He moved his wand on line five forward to row three.” As the match progressed, Preem could easily visualize the board while seeing each mistake or missed opportunity. He felt alive again.
After the second game, one of the players asked him if he wanted to play. Preem agreed, but insisted on the usual stakes. “I can afford a few eighths, gentlemen. I find the stakes give the game more excitement.”
Preem remained in his seat. After the player offered him the red pieces, he called out his first move, assuming that someone would move his piece. His opponent called out his response, a standard defensive move. Preem played quickly, executing a trap he’d taught Brodia before she could even see the waves. After winning the game, Preem insisted on taking the white pieces for the next game. The new opponent lasted a little longer, but not by much. After all, a wizard had a reputation to keep, even if no one else knew he was a wizard.
After four games, Preem was a quarter crown richer. He announced that he was feeling tired. “I will return tomorrow afternoon if you wish to play again.”
“You are a good player; we may bring a friend who is stronger than us,” one of the players said.
“I look forward to the challenge, gentlemen.”
He felt renewed energy as Haam guided him back to the Snake’s Quandary. Haam took him to the bar, where he asked after their serving lady, Palu.
“I have no one of that name, sir,” the barman replied. Preem asked if she had worked there recently, but the innkeeper assured him he’d never had a serving woman with that name.
“I must be mistaken then. Thank you.” Preem turned away. A smile came to his lips as the mysterious pieces fell into place in his mind. Then came a broader smile as he decided not to tell Brodia what he just realized.
[image: image-placeholder]Over the next five days, Preem made it an afternoon ritual to let Haam guide him to the Wizard’s Wench, where he played all comers. The quality of the players quickly improved, but the results remained unchanged as Preem went undefeated. Only one player extracted a draw when Preem had the disadvantage of the white pieces.
He knew his actions carried the danger of attracting attention to himself. But the joy of doing something besides lying on a bed rejuvenated his soul. The bigger risk was staying here too long because Quon must be hunting for Yarin’s d’dec and would include Lowmouth in his searches. The thought that Quon could already have the d’dec sent chills down Preem’s spine.
On the evening of the fifth day, Brodia told him the wagon was ready. “The doctor advised that we wait three weeks before leaving, Fingers,” she said as they rested in each other's arms on the bed.
“That’s another week,” he said. “The longer we stay here, the more chance Quon will win the race or rumors will expose us to Harpin spies. Palu knows who we are, and the blacksmith may be suspicious.”
“Palu will never expose us,” Brodia said. “And the blacksmith seemed a nice man.”
“I don’t believe either of them will sell us to the enemy, but an unguarded word is all it takes,” Preem said softly. After a pause, he added, “I want to reach the farm so I can see again.”
“I pray each day for your sight to return, though it will be different from what others think of as sight,” she said. He felt her light kiss on his forehead. “It will still be there,” she added.
He shook his head. “Quon no longer needs to remain hidden. I expect he’s already searching for it. Until we possess it, I am concerned he will find it.”
“I want to move on too. But I also like the new Jastur,” Brodia said as she rubbed his chest. “I should order some food brought up.”
“I’m not so hungry that I can’t wait for dinner, my love.”
“You’re going to need your energy,” she said cryptically as she snuggled herself on top of him, careful not to put any weight on his right leg. He let her take control.
[image: image-placeholder]The next afternoon, Preem took his usual position near the board as two men played for the honor of playing him. Haam told him that more than twenty townsfolk had formed a circle around the table. Gesturing for Haam to bend down, Preem whispered, “Keep an eye out for anyone paying too much interest in you or me.”
“Yes, Jastur.”
A minute later, the other game finished. Preem took the white pieces for the first game. His blindness did the opposite of what people expected. With the board locked in his mind, he could explore far more moves as his mind seemed to throw different positions into his consciousness, allowing him to pick the best move each time. Even Brodia would find it difficult to get a draw out of him.
After five victories, Preem took a break, claiming his eyes were tired. A few uneasy laughs met his claim as people tried not to appear heartless about his blindness. Leaning back in his chair, he sensed Haam’s bulk crouching beside him. “There are three men who have been watching you like a fox watches a rabbit,” Haam whispered.
‘What does your gut say?” Preem whispered back.
“Harpinians, I heard their accents.”
Preem sat quietly, waiting until the other players had played two games. Then he said, “Gentlemen, it’s getting late for me. I will retire for today. But I’ll be back here tomorrow afternoon to play anyone who cares to try their luck.” After Preem got onto his crutches, Haam gently gripped his elbow to lead him back to the tavern. Preem kept up a loud but simple banter with his big friend as they crossed the square. But once alone in the room, he instructed Haam to find the girls. It was time for a war council.
When the Four Crowns assembled, he told them to prepare to leave once it was nighttime. None disagreed when Haam pointed out that three Harpinians watched Preem all afternoon. Brodia would get the wagon hitched up and wait near the road to the north gateway. Haam would be on horseback, ready with the walking cane sword and Jisana’s gray. Jisana would lead Preem to the wagon once darkness had fallen. Both moons would be a little more than half full tonight, though Prepio wouldn’t rise for a few more hands. They paid for two more nights at the tavern, so few would miss them until tomorrow afternoon.
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Ambushed



Six days after leaving Lago’s Folly, Brodia drove the wagon along the Great South Bridge Road into the vast swamp running along each side of the slow-moving Jong River. The comparisons to when she first traversed this road with Nifbar were profound. No longer did thick vines grow from the swamp to crisscross the road. Now the light mud color was plain to see. Furthermore, no animals basked in the sun along the road’s embankments. Although the many travelers using this road had scared them off, she doubted this was a good place to spend the night. The smell was the same. No amount of magic could help with that.
Soon the road began to snake in wide curves, following some ancient path through the putrid-smelling swamp. It meant they were approaching the bridge. She hadn’t been on the Great South Bridge since those two winter months when she helped repair it, using her magic to lift large stones to where the architect wanted them. It was a fascinating two months. She hadn’t realized how much she enjoyed learning about engineering a bridge with the massive keystones holding up each of the ten arches.
Brodia urged the two horses on, knowing they couldn’t spend the night here. Haam rode ahead while Jisana covered the rear on her small gray. Preem sat beside her in silence. The next chance to stay overnight in a tavern lay a day past the ancient bridge, and she was eager to get there with time to relax with Preem. Each day he had more stamina, so she looked forward to their private time together.
Finally, she saw the start of the bridge as they pulled around the last curve on the road six feet above the dark green swamp. The bridge’s brown stones shone in the late morning sun revealing the ten massive arches.
“We approach the bridge, Jastur,” she said. “How I wish you could see it.”
“I wish I could see it too, if only to say what a great job you did. But I don’t have to see it to say that. Jongiloc owes you a debt,” he replied. “How many travelers do you see?”
“Two wagons are ahead of us, going east, and I can see four wagons approaching along the roadbed.”
“That’s the true beauty of the bridge. You have opened the way for people to move their wares across the Jong River again,” Preem said. “Now. Describe how the bridge looks to these blind eyes.”
Brodia squeezed his arm before she answered. She loved this man more than she could express. “It looks beautiful. I remember pulling out many stones from the bottom of the river. I wanted to make the bridge look like it did when they built it. The architects wanted to spend four years building a new bridge.” Brodia paused as she remembered the arguments that lasted a week before Preem visited the site. “That letter you brought settled the debate. The king is a wise man.”
“History will soon forget my part, my love. But it will remember your piece of the story. It will be the bridge built by the Green Wizard. It will be a monument to you long after you have gone.”
“No one will remember who worked to rebuild it after a few more years. But everyone will be able to travel across it,” she said as they neared the bridge. “That’s all that matters to me.”
“By the Gods, Squirrel,” he whispered. “You’re starting to sound like a sage wizard.”
She told him not to talk horse manure. She concentrated on controlling the cart as they passed a large wagon coming toward them. It took up more than half the raised roadbed. She guessed it was midday as they started on the bridge, so they had plenty of time to clear the swamp before nightfall.
“I feel his presence,” Preem said. She looked around but couldn’t see anything. “I have to hide,” he added. Preem scrambled into the wagon bed, pulling some blankets over him.
Brodia continued to search the sky but saw no flying men. Seeing Preem climb into the wagon bed, Jisana trotted up to ride alongside. Then the two horses pulling the wagon shied to one side. Pulling them back, Brodia saw the man fly up from under the bridge arch. It was Quon, lying prone on his lifting hand. She froze as he passed in front of the wagon, crossing the bridge before disappearing below.
This was the first time she’d seen Quon, and it took all her willpower to cross where he must be hiding under the bridge. If he knew who they were, then he would’ve killed them by now. Quon didn’t reappear as she crossed the bridge.
Brodia had recovered from her first sighting of Quon when Preem emerged from hiding half a league beyond the bridge. “He’s searching for Yarin’s d’dec, I’m sure of it,” Preem said. “We’re running out of time.”
She urged the horses to walk faster. But they were still a week away from Lowmouth.
A league beyond the bridge, she saw her first dangerous swamp creature. It was a giant snake, maybe the same one from a year ago. Its head rested on the road’s embankment while its body disappeared under the black water. It brought back the anguish over the fate of Nifbar’s sister, but she didn’t feel animosity toward the snake.
“A snake rests its head out of the water,” she said to Preem. “It may be the one that Yarin fed Vanji to.” She paused as she gathered her thoughts. “Yet I don’t blame it or want to avenge Vanji’s death by killing it. Does that make me weak?”
“No, my love. It makes you a defender of all that is Vosjian.”
[image: image-placeholder]They camped two leagues past the swamp’s edge, well beyond the smell of its rotting vegetation. Brodia sat cross-legged beside Preem after Haam had built a small fire. By tomorrow evening, they would reach the crossroads with the Lowmouth Road.
Brodia was uneasy because the itch on the back of her neck had begun, alerting her to potential danger. But not what it was. Preem felt the tingle too. They whispered about its possible meaning. She was convinced that Quon had followed them from the bridge. But Preem said he couldn’t sense any nearby presence.
Sitting nestled beside Preem, she remembered her last time in this area. That time she sat with Nifbar when a Jongiloc patrol arrested them. That night, she used her magic to escape. But now she felt naked without her d’dec. Preem had been right about throwing it away. What wizard could ever do that? Yet, that was what she did.
She heard a voice call out from the darkness. “Hello there. Can I approach yar fire?” It was a man’s voice. Brodia wanted to say no, but Preem whispered that it was critical to act like normal travelers with Quon in the area. This man could be a spy checking on them. 
Haam walked around the fire to sit beside Preem before he answered. “Come in but keep your hands in sight.”
A scruffy-looking man of medium height stepped around the wagon into the fire’s light. He held his hands out. Brodia saw the sheathed knife attached to his belt. “Evening, folks,” he said. “Could ya spare any food for a poor man?”
“Where are you going, friend?” Preem asked. “Did you come from Lowmouth?”
“Aye, I’s did. I’s heading west, hoping for better fortune on the other side of the swamp.” The man stood by the fire, warming his outstretched hands. “Ya got a strange accent,” he said. “What are Otanic folks doing this side of the swamp?”
“We’re traveling to Lowmouth on business,” Preem replied. Brodia kept her attention on this man. She was confident he was lying.
“Ya’re blind,” the stranger said, stepping closer. “What kind of business does a blind man have in Lowmouth?”
“He’s lying,” Preem whispered to Brodia, confirming he heard the same hesitation in the stranger’s voice.
She felt the hard blow on her back, she tried turning, but another blow knocked her down. In a mental fog, she felt her hands tied behind her back. Two men dragged her across the camp before securing her to something hard. In her mental fog, she saw shadows moving about the firelight. Someone roughly searched her body, invading her privacy more than once before taking her purse.
When the fog lifted from her mind, she realized they’d tied her to a wagon wheel facing the fire. They secured Preem to the same wheel, and beyond him, she saw Jisana bound to the other wheel with Haam. Preem’s head hung down, as did Haam’s. Jisana was wide awake, watching the men.
No one had noticed Brodia was awake, so she acted unconscious, watching the shadows move about through her eyelashes. Minutes passed while she tried to work the ropes binding her hands to the wheel spoke. She felt one man lift her head by her hair as if to check on her; she let her head drop when he released it. Listening to the men's chatter, she picked out a couple of Harpinian accents.
Finally, Preem stirred. “Go easy,” she whispered, “we’re all tied to the wagon.”
“You’re awake,” a tall man said as he walked in front of Preem. It was the same man who first entered their campsite. “It seems I have disrespected you. Judging by the size of your purses, your blind man’s business must be doing very well.”
“Take what you can, then go!”
“Oh no, old man. We’re curious, you see. We’ve found these four silver crowns. One in each of your pockets. Each one with the same X scratched deep on one side.” The villain held the four special crowns. Maybe it hadn’t been a good idea to get the other three marked in Lago’s Folly. Preem told him they were heirlooms, nothing more. But the villain responded sharply, “I don’t think so. I think you work for someone rich, and this is a way to identify yourself. Oh no, old man. I think you have more gold or silver hidden. So, we mean to have it.”
“Fuck off,” Preem muttered, but he didn’t deny having any hidden money.
“As I thought. Well we can go. But we’ll have all your money first.” The stranger turned to stare at Jisana. “Is she your daughter? I can let my men spend time with her unless you tell me.” The tall man walked over to where Jisana sat. “What do you think, little girl? Would you like to have some fun with us?”
Jisana’s face betrayed her loathing for the man. The man laughed as he used the toe of his boot to lift her dress. The girl kicked his foot away, so the man punched her in the stomach, forcing a low grunt from her.
“I’ll show you,” Preem said. The man called out that Preem would tell him, or they would stretch Jisana over the fire. Preem’s voice was calm as he asked, “What’s your name, stranger?”
“Weeg.”
Brodia knew that the truth in his voice meant only one thing. She rubbed her ankles together, discovering the knife she concealed in her boot was missing.
“Well, Weeg, I’m a blind man, I can’t describe where it is, but I can feel my way to the right spot,” Preem explained. “What can a blind man do against you?”
Weeg walked back to Preem. “There be more of us, old man.” The stranger reached with a knife behind Preem to cut his bonds. “If you try anything, I’ll have my way with your daughter before letting each man do her till she’s dead.”
“I understand. Bring me my cane so I can find the spot we buried our money chest.”
Weeg stepped over to where they’d been sitting to pick up the cane lying in the dirt. “Remember what I said,” he warned as he prodded Preem in the stomach. Preem used the cane to feel his way toward the fire pit. 
Glancing over at Jisana, Brodia saw that the girl had freed her hands and begun surreptitiously untying Haam. They needed more time. “Jastur! Don’t trust them. They’ll just take it all before killing us,” Brodia yelled.
“Shut up, bitch.”
She saw Jisana had the corporal’s hands released. “We have free ham,” she called out. 
“What?” Weeg said. But Preem understood, shoving his cane hard into Weeg’s jaw. Haam was there in a second, pulling out the sword. Weeg died first, a sword thrust through his neck. Then Brodia watched as Haam, a master of death, jumped over the fire to dispatch two more before they could draw a knife.
Jisana knelt beside her, pulling her throwing knife from somewhere private to cut her bonds. By then, it was over. Haam had plunged his sword through the other two, proving the proverb about bringing a knife to a sword fight.
Out of the darkness, another man ran around the wagon. “Look out, Preem,” she yelled, forgetting to use his fake name.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Jisana throw something. The sixth man charged into Preem, knocking him down, but just lay on top of him with a knife in his throat. She scrambled over to push the dead man off.
As Preem sat up, he asked, “Is it over?” She looked around to see Haam was checking each of the four bodies. Meanwhile, Jisana searched through Weeg’s blood-soaked clothes removing two purses.
“Yes, Haam killed them all except the one that hit you. Jisana killed him.”
Jisana gave her the two purses before bending to pull her knife from the sixth man’s throat. Brodia saw that the young girl’s hands were shaking.
“You did good, Jisana.” Jisana glanced up, smiling weakly. It was probably the first person she’d killed. Brodia took Jisana’s throwing knife from her shaking hand to clean it on the dead man’s shirt. Handing it back, she said to Jisana, “We’ve all had to kill someone in the past. In the army, they call it blooding a soldier. Now you are bloodied, so hold your head up.” Jisana thanked her. 
Brodia saw the girl had recovered already, so she turned her attention back to Preem. “How do you feel, my love?” she asked, keeping her voice low as she helped him to his feet. “How’s your head?”
“We’ll all have aches tomorrow. But we’re alive while they aren’t. They meant to kill us.” Then in a louder voice, he called to Haam. “Do you recognize any of them from Lago’s Folly?”
“This one,” Haam replied. “The one calling himself Weeg. I remember him from Lago’s Folly.”
“Strip all the bodies, Haam. Check the clothes for anything that could identify them,” Preem instructed. “Then burn the clothes and bury the bodies.”
“Do you think they were working for someone?” she asked.
“It’s safer to presume that. And safer to assume they worked for the Kingdom of Harpin,” Preem replied. “Jisana, find our four crowns.”
Brodia smiled to herself. Preem had the bit once more between his teeth.
[image: image-placeholder]She was tired. Neither of them got much sleep last night in the village’s tavern. Ahead was a long drive through the farmlands as she followed the farm roads. Behind her was the last village on the road. She believed it was their last chance at intimacy. They both seemed to know it.
Ten days had passed since the night attack near the bridge. Haam and Jisana were on horseback while she drove the wagon with Preem beside her. They had replaced the heavy splices on his leg with a couple of light staves wrapped in a bandage, allowing him to limp with a single stout walking stick.
Twenty-five leagues to the east stood the ancient city of Lowmouth, too far away to see, but it was there. Jisana was in the lead on her gray gelding. The sight of the girl riding with her righthand tied behind her back still amused Brodia.
When Jisana started doing it two days ago, Brodia asked her why. The girl claimed she wanted to throw her knives with either hand. Preem had suggested she dedicate several days to using only her left hand. Now she rode holding the reins in her left hand, ate her food using her left hand, and practiced throwing with her left hand.
Jisana was still clumsy using her wrong hand, but Brodia had to admit that she was improving. In a way, Brodia looked forward to seeing how much better Jisana threw her knife tonight. With the steady breeze from the south, tonight’s camp should be a little cooler.
That southern breeze brought the first sea smells to her, bringing back mixed memories. “Do you smell the sea?” she asked Preem, who nodded yes in reply. “I pray to the Gods that Yarin’s d’dec is still there,” she said. “And I hope we’re going the right way.”
“We have provisions for five days, so we can get lost once or twice without risking much.”
“Last time, I almost died in the dunes just south of here. It has no features to guide you,” she said. A moment later, she asked. “Do you think you will feel it when we get close?”
“I believe so. But we’ll need to get much closer.”
The Four Crowns rode the whole day along the quiet road, passing just a few farmers driving their carts. That night they camped beside the road. The humid air kept them warm, but they built a small fire to give them light. Brodia sat with Preem as Jisana practiced throwing her knife lefthanded. Haam retrieved her blade after each throw, making them look like a father and daughter team. Brodia feared for the life of any man or woman who harmed Jisana; Haam would kill them in a second.
The next day she saw the river she was silently praying to find. Beside it were parallel wheel tracks from wagons moving along the river’s bank. She instructed Haam to follow the river to the south. Throughout the morning, they moved south, passing two farmhouses that looked wrong.
The salty smell of the sea was strong when she finally saw the farmhouse. Satisfaction coursed through her. “This is it,” she said to Preem. “I’m sure of it. The house hasn’t changed.”
“It’s the right place,” Preem said softly, letting out a long sigh of relief. “I began feeling it a few moments ago. We’re close enough now.”
“Then it’s still here,” she said. “Is it wrong to feel this excited?”
“No. But remember, we’ll need days to win it. And when we do, our enemies will be able to find us.”
She drove the wagon past Haam, who pulled up his horse. Stopping the wagon near the farmhouse, she dismounted to walk toward the dark green front door, expecting it to open before she got there.
Tapping on the front door, she called out, “Morina, it’s Brodia.” No reply came back, so she waited for a minute. Walking to the backyard, she saw the barn with the white-washed well on the side. All seemed normal, with some chickens running around the yard.
The sight of the well brought a sense of reverence. Here was the hope for Otanic. Here was the chance for the Defenders of Vosj to rise once again. She walked to the well, placing her hands on its wall. She could feel the d’dec now.
Then, out from the henhouse, she saw Morina. “Hi there,” Brodia called out. Morina glanced up at her voice, letting out a small gasp. “It’s alright, Morina. It’s Brodia from last summer.”
After cupping her hand to shade her eyes, Morina nodded. “I recognize you. Are you lost again?”
“No. I’m here with my blind cousin and two other friends. I’m sorry to impose on you, but can we stay with you for a few days?”
“Is something wrong? Where’s your husband?”
“He’s in Lowmouth,” she replied. She had decided on a story with the others to explain their presence here. “We separated, so I was heading back to Otanic, but now I’m not so sure. I wanted to give myself some time to decide if this is right for me.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, my dear. Where are the others?”
“They are in the front, waiting to hear if we can stay in your barn for a few days. We will gladly help around your farm.”
Morina walked across the yard to give Brodia a welcoming hug. “Gerond will have the final word. But yes, you can stay at least until he returns this evening,” she said. “Are you hungry?”
“This time, we have a wagon with enough provisions.”
“Well. You can all put your horses in the barn. My husband will be back from the fields in a few hands.”
[image: image-placeholder]With the well’s stone wall against her back, Brodia sat with Preem. They both faced away from the farmhouse, out of sight behind the well. Haam sat with Jisana on the other side of the well as they waited for Morina’s husband to return from the fields.
“The contamination is strong,” Preem whispered. “Don’t try to connect to it yet. Just feel its waves flowing up from the well.”
It was like running your fingers through the water while someone rowed the boat. In her mind, Brodia kept her fingers open. The waves wanted to rip her hand off, but so long as she let them flow through her fingers, they couldn’t. For a hand’s movement of the sun, she sat there as if in a trance, feeling those ripples while not trying to redirect them. Preem did the same.
“Tomorrow, we’ll do the same,” he said. “In time, when the d’dec knows us better, it will no longer try to kill us. Then we start the next phase.” She asked if he did this before. He nodded, saying, “In the Valley of Towers, my new d’dec was also contaminated. But it was an old taint, so I beat it in one day.”
The new confidence she heard in his voice lifted her spirits. She gripped his hand as she rested her head on his shoulder. Once more, she was with her Zenii at the edge of a wizard’s knowledge, expanding her magical horizons. More importantly, she felt like a Defender of Vosj.
“Hello there?” She heard someone walking across the yard on the other side of the well. “What’s your name, little girl?”
Jisana responded, giving her name along with Haam’s.
“That must be Gerond. He’s a good man,” she whispered to Preem. “Come on, Fingers, it’s time to rejoin the normal world before we get into trouble.”
Standing, she reached to help him to his feet. “Don’t forget I’m your cousin,” he whispered.
“Hello Gerond,” she called out, walking around the well.
“By the Gods, it is you,” Gerond said, extending his arm. “Morina says you are having marital issues.”
“We are both goat-stubborn. We’ve been arguing over things we shouldn’t.”
Gerond knowingly smiled as he expressed hope they could work it out. Brodia introduced her cousin, Jastur. Gerond asked if his family originally came from Lowmouth, but Preem said he didn’t think so.
Later, they chatted over a pleasant dinner. Gerond agreed they could stay as long as they wished. And so, the Four Crowns found themselves working on a farm, nestled close to the southern coast of Jongiloc, twenty leagues west of Lowmouth. It was a tranquil part of the world that was unlikely to draw attention from the powerful forces to the west or north.
That first night in the barn, Preem said, “Lowmouth is a big city. Will you seek Nifbar out?” The question surprised her, but she sensed no jealousy or tension in Preem’s voice. He could have been asking if she thought it would rain tomorrow.
“I like the man. But no, I will not seek him in Lowmouth,” she replied. Thinking of Nifbar reminded her of his younger sister Vanji, bringing a sudden memory of Ipin. “My heart is settled, and it would only bring him pain,” she added, but she couldn’t keep her own pain about Ipin out of her voice.
“What is it?” Preem asked, reaching his arm around her shoulder.
“I just remembered Ipin. I thought I was over it by now.”
“Why would you be over it?” he asked softly. “It has left a hole in your heart. Don’t ever forget the loss of your loved ones. In time you’ll have happy memories when you think of them. But not yet.”
Brodia rested her head on Preem’s shoulder to let herself quietly cry so she didn’t disturb the others.
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Search



The lack of success frustrated the Count of Broditch. For three days, he flew around Lowmouth in its oppressive heat with nothing to show for it. If he didn’t find Yarin’s d’dec here, he would return to Harpin City to explore the tunnels under that city, though he was at a loss for how Preem could have hidden Yarin’s d’dec there.
For years he studied the d’dec’s d’sur waves, how they dissipated through rock until undetectable. But the impact of dirt or water was significantly less. It meant mountain caves or tunnels under a city were the best places to hide a d’dec. The worst areas were in villages or the farmlands. So, he moved slowly across Lowmouth, seeking the interference that indicated the presence of a d’dec.
Prior to Lowmouth, he searched the Western Mountains for a week. Besides finding no sign of Yarin’s d’dec, he was shocked to discover the mysterious Valley of Towers was bereft of any d’decs. It meant that Preem had taken every d’dec on his last visit. It took him most of the week in the Barrens to scan each cave entrance for the d’sur waves.
In Kefnu, he searched through the tunnels for more than a week. But this too produced no lost d’dec of his second apprentice. The longer he searched, the greater his annoyance at Lihan, who failed to secure Yarin’s d’dec before Preem took it.
Quon’s biggest disappointment came at the Great South Bridge. He convinced himself that the Green Wizard hid Yarin’s d’dec within the bridge’s stonework when she helped rebuild it. For two days and two nights, he persistently searched for any interference, no matter how slight. The stonework was thick enough to mask the waves but not eliminate them. But he found no disturbance.
It was almost time for Quon to switch to his other reason for visiting Lowmouth. In two days, he had an audience with King Rullag to discuss this realm’s security. Of course, it was merely the first step in assassinating the realm’s beloved sovereign in two weeks, after which Harpin would annex the kingdom.
So, two days before that meeting, Quon would begin searching the farmlands around the city. He would circle the city, starting at five leagues, and then repeat the search moving out an additional five leagues until he ran out of time.
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Old Enemy



Over the next few days, Brodia dedicated her time to sitting beside the well with Preem. Morina thought she needed time to think, so Morina left her alone during the day. But the evenings were another matter. After dinner, Morina did her best to impart motherly wisdom about men or marriage. Meanwhile, Haam helped Gerond around the farm, fixing things the farmer had put off for months. Jisana helped Morina; she had a natural touch for cooking but was hopeless at sewing.
Each day Brodia sat with Preem on the far side of the well with their knees touching. She sensed the d’sur waves that streamed weakly from the well’s muck far below the water’s surface. For the next three days, the d’dec wanted to rip her hand apart. But on the fourth day, it stopped trying to kill her. Instead, it accepted her presence along with Preem. But still, they didn’t try to control it.
On the fifth day, they took turns inducing slight ripples in the waves as if stroking them. Each time they pushed a little harder, it resisted. By the sixth day, they began reaching out with their minds to touch the heavy curtains protecting the dark cave in their imagination. Then it let them both into its darkness. Preem removed the contamination by clasping their imaginary hands together as he whispered to the stone, “Only us.”
“This may be the first time a stone has accepted the minds of two wizards together,” Preem said as they both controlled the waves, forming fists or spearpoints. “It treats us as equals.”
Throughout the afternoon, Brodia played with Preem inside the d’dec. They made patterns in the d’sur waves, creating various shaped objects or the tiniest of gripping fists. All the time, they were mastering Yarin’s d’dec, so it accepted having two wizards inside the imaginary cave. But at no time did they attempt to lift the d’dec out of the muck lying under the water. That muck made it harder to work with the d’dec but also dampened the telltale d’sur waves rising from that d’dec.
When Preem formed a small, shallow bowl from his lifting hand, he pulled up a cup of water, splashing it on himself. Brodia laughed at his antics, equally happy at the game and his enthusiasm. 
Jisana stepped out of the hen house to see what made them laugh. Then she let out a small cry. “What’s that?” She pointed to the sky north of the farm.
Brodia turned to study the sky. Fifty feet in the air and two hundred feet to the north was a speck in the sky moving toward them. “It’s him,” is all she said, fighting to keep her nerves under control.
“Help me, Squirrel,” Preem said. His voice remained calm, helping her control her anxiety.
She slipped back into Yarin’s d’dec, where Preem was executing a complex move on the stone inside. Brodia joined in, following his lead. Instantly the d’sur waves stopped rising out of the well. Those that came out the d’dec’s sides lost their clear definition in the ground underneath her. The technique required constant hard pressure on the imaginary stone. It was tiring.
She risked a peek over her shoulder; the speck was bigger. Now she could identify it as a man lying prone. He was coming toward them. “He’ll be here in thirty seconds,” she said. Preem only nodded as he concentrated on hiding the d’dec. What if Quon had already sensed the d’dec? Brodia prepared her mind for a final battle. Jisana ran to the barn to warn Haam.
After another peek, the man was still fifty feet in the air. Sweat formed on her brow as she worked with Preem inside the d’dec. They couldn’t risk losing this challenging hold now.
“He’s gone past,” Jisana said. She stood in the barn’s doorway with Haam.
“Keep watching him. Tell us if he turns back,” Preem instructed. Brodia remained inside the d’dec gripping the stone to keep it partially hidden.
They kept the pattern in place even after Jisana said the flying wizard was too far away to see. After ten minutes, Brodia’s mind was fading. She couldn’t keep this pressure for much longer. However, Preem remained strong. It was another sign of how much more she needed to improve.
Preem held the tension of the stone until the sun set behind the western horizon. Finally, Preem released the pressure on the d’dec. Instantly, d’sur waves could exit straight into the air. Brodia held his shaking body; the man was exhausted. They stayed in each other’s arms until Morina called out that dinner was ready.
Before they got up, Brodia told Preem, “During the night before the palace collapsed, I was trying different ways to stop the d’sur waves entering the d’dec.” It was a subject she feared would rekindle Preem’s anger over her claim that d’sur waves emanated from the ground. “I may have been getting close, but without final success,” she said carefully.
Preem tapped her knee. “I see these waves myself, now. It seems that I needed to become blind to feel what you have seen for the past year,” he said. “After dinner, my strength will be back, so we can work in the quiet of the night until we find this technique to snuff out the d’dec.”
At dinner, Morina was blissfully unaware of Quon’s close passing overhead. None of the Four Crowns mentioned it until Gerond asked if they saw the man flying through the air. Brodia decided to make light of it, saying she once saw the famous Bone Crusher when he flew over her village. Haam added that he’d seen Otanic’s grand wizard fly around Kefnu Palace a few times.
“We heard that man was as mean as they come,” Morina said. “Some people say he was the one that killed Snake Eyes a year ago.”
“I never met the bastard,” Brodia lied whimsically. “But he’s dead and burned to ashes now.”
After dinner, Preem made his excuses before letting Brodia guide him outside to the well.
“How did you try to stop these d’sur waves from being absorbed by your d’dec?” he asked once they sat on the other side of the well.
“I tried to lift the stone inside. But all I could do was rock it onto an edge,” Brodia replied. She slipped into the d’dec to show Preem her idea. Pushing hard on the imaginary stone, she rolled it onto an edge. “That’s as far as I could push it. But my idea was to lift it if I could.”
“Keep pushing,” he suggested. Then he added his imaginary hands to help force the stone over its edge. Then it rolled onto a new face. Promptly, the mystical stone stopped glowing, and the d’sur waves disappeared. They had snuffed out the d’dec.
“Waoh,” Brodia screamed in delight. It was enough to pull Haam out of the house to ask if there was a problem. “Sorry, Haam. I was excited, that’s all.” But the broad grin on Haam’s face said he had an idea what pleased her.
“We have to relight it,” Preem said. She couldn’t believe how calm he was. Didn’t he realize this gave them the advantage now? “Let’s roll it back.” Together, they rolled the imaginary stone onto another face. But no glow or d’sur waves came from the d’dec. They rolled it again, but still nothing as she felt her frustration rising. Preem remained calm, saying, “There are twelve faces. We have to find the original way the stone was.”
The two wizards began a frustrating period of rolling the stone without effect. Preem suggested a more organized approach to ensure they didn’t miss a face. Brodia was mentally exhausted when they finally stumbled upon the correct stone alignment. Resting her head on Preem’s shoulder, she whispered that they would need a rule on rolling the stone to remember how to return it to the proper position.
“We’ll stay for a few more days, learning our new d’dec. Then we’ll leave for Lowmouth,” Preem said.
“We had four d’decs. Now Quon is much stronger with our four d’decs, while we have just one that once was his. But it is a start,” she said, regaining her mental strength. “Surely we have the advantage since we can snuff out the d’dec or keep it lit but hidden for short periods.
“Possibly,” Preem said uncertainly. “Quon believes he has beaten us. The move you do not see is the move that defeats you.” He paused before adding, “We travel to Lowmouth to see if King Rullag will help us hide. In time, you will become a strong wizard. Then we will conquer Quon so we can watch his body burn to ashes.”
“Yes, Jastur,” she said to avoid an argument. But she was convinced they could take the fight to Quon tomorrow before he did more damage to her homeland. Avenging the death of her loved ones remained top of her mind. 
Regardless of what Preem believed, she knew she had a single master once again. Without saying a word, she understood that their nights of intimacy were over. She clutched his hand, interweaving their fingers. “I will always love you, Fingers.”
“And I, you.”
Soon they would be in Lowmouth. Brodia still feared meeting Nifbar by accident. She didn’t want to hurt the man who helped her trust men again.
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King Rullag



Quon used his magic to hold himself seated in a chair at the privy council’s table. His calves dangled over the edge of the seat, but he couldn’t tell if they touched the floor. The table was light-colored wood that he didn’t recognize. Across that table, five ministers sat facing him. One, the Minister of Agriculture, was Harpin’s master spy in Jongiloc. Quon made a point of not looking at that man with a nose that could rival an eagle’s beak.
The old king sat at the head of the table, rambling on about how pleased the fifth kingdom was in welcoming the esteemed minister from Harpin. It was all cow dung, of course. King Rullag didn’t want Quon’s presence, and Quon had other concerns to attend to. This minor kingdom would fall; everyone at this table knew it.
Finally, the king finished, so Quon could give his brief opening, extending the hand of friendship from King Tarik to Jongiloc. “His majesty has asked me to offer security to your fine kingdom, your grace,” Quon said in conclusion.
“Ah, security. A wonderful concept, my lord. But security from what?” King Rullag asked though he didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he said, “We heard that the Royal Palace in Kefnu collapsed suddenly, leaving our neighbors without a king. We wonder how such a magnificent building could fall after so many centuries.”
“It is both a mystery and a tragedy, sire,” Quon replied, continuing the charade. “Many people blame the foundation since the building fell in on itself. King Attim had no chance, but luckily his daughter survived, so the royal dynasty continues.
“Does our cousin’s offer of security extend to the foundation of our palace?”
The king’s directness so surprised Quon that he paused before answering. “Harpin can send our best builders to check, your highness. A delegation from the first kingdom is traveling to Lowmouth. I can ensure that the royal builder’s second joins them.”
“We are aware of that delegation crossing our northern border, as we are also aware that it includes an army regiment.” The king stared at Quon. “We seek assurances that this delegation comes in peace.”
“Harpin seeks a friendly relationship with Jongiloc, sire. This delegation is merely to provide some security for our friendly neighbors.”
“Ah, security once again,” King Rullag said dismissively. “Harpin offers us protection against what the Gods may choose to do. Is it true that you are the only living wizard?”
“My apprentice, Wizard Lihan, will inherit my position one day,” Quon replied without adding that the kingdom would be much weaker for it.
“So, we will replace Otanic’s wizard monopoly with Harpin’s. Meanwhile, the people of Jongiloc must hope we aren’t visited by a monster wizard like the one that plagued our city a year ago,” Rullag said. “With all the wizard’s stones you must now possess, my lord, the people of Jongiloc will accept one to help us with our security.”
“Alas, sire. The wizard’s stones that Otanic’s wizards used are malignant. They will kill anyone who picks them up. Even I must handle them carefully.”
“Then you cannot use them?” Rullag asked. Quon shook his head. “Well, if you cannot use them, we see no harm in giving us one. We will be sure not to touch it.”
“Because of the danger, I don’t carry them on me,” Quon lied. “However, you spoke of the monster Otanic’s wizards killed here a year ago. Did they not leave this monster’s stone, your highness?”
Quon watched the king’s reaction. But when he truthfully denied any knowledge of Yarin’s d’dec, Quon was again thwarted. This missing d’dec was a deep mystery.
“We will accept Harpin’s offer of security if Harpin provides a wizard’s stone. We will keep it hidden from any sticky fingers, my lord.” The king stood, ending the meeting.
Quon bowed as the king left the room. Of course, he would not give away a wizard’s stone. As the door closed behind the king, Quon wondered if the fool would enjoy the last two weeks of his life.
[image: image-placeholder]Quon did his best to relax in the chair beside Minister Glippen’s fireplace. They sat in his private study, each with a glass of vintage Harpinian Red. Quon used his magic to cross one leg over the other. A silly gesture to make himself look comfortable. From this point forward, he would use magic to adopt the postures of those who weren’t crippled.
“King Tarik gave me permission to remove the old king,” Quon told Glippen. “Is Prince Cullan ready to sit on the throne?”
“He is a self-centered young man with no love for his father. It is a common malady in the youngest child,” Lord Glippen said. “Nor does he have any regard for his brother, who he sees as a weakling. The prince is eager to rule. I sense a mean streak in him, but he has the intelligence to realize he cannot fight Harpin.”
“Very well,” Quon said. “And if he forgets to pay homage to Harpin, I will plant him in the crypt just as we are about to inter his father.”
“What are my orders, Grand Wizard?”
“The delegation arrives in three weeks. You are to encourage the king to send his royal guards to ride out to escort that delegation,” Quon said. Lord Glippen nodded his understanding. Quon continued with the instructions the master spy wouldn’t enjoy. “With the king’s guard weakened, you are to assassinate the old man.”
“Me? I am not a trained assassin, my lord. I am a man of ideas.”
“You have men?” Quon asked, letting a little anger creep into his voice. Glippen replied that he had thirty men loyal to him. “Then sneak them into the palace to kill the king when he sleeps.” 
Quon studied the large man with the hooked nose. It was apparent this man could not be relied upon to assassinate the king by himself. After killing King Attim, Quon didn’t want public condemnation for killing a gentle old man like King Rullag. Still, he needed to change the plan slightly. He decided on a simple adjustment.
“Wizard Lihan will come here. All your men need to do is engage the weakened king’s guard. While the king is unprotected, Wizard Lihan will execute him painlessly,” Quon said as he watched the minister closely. “Your men can do that, right?”
“Yes, my lord. I will prepare a plan to get my men into the palace.”
“Fourteen nights from tonight. Wizard Lihan will arrive by two hands after sundown. I will confirm the time eleven days from tonight.” Glippen nodded his understanding.
“Good, now I wish to talk about something else,” Quon said. “Last year, after my apprentice Yarin was murdered on the streets of Lowmouth, did you hear any stories about the wizard’s stone Yarin carried?”
Glippen paused to gather his thoughts before saying, “Yarin strapped his wand to his forearm; they found the cut marks where the woman cut it off. But the only other story I remember hearing was about the Bone Crusher having a second wizard’s stone in his pocket.”
“Did you ever see Yarin’s wand or this second stone?”
“No.”
Quon thought about Glippen’s revelation about Preem’s second d’dec. Could this be Yarin’s? If it was, then Preem could hide it anywhere. Preem could even have thrown it away at sea because of the contamination placed on it. Quon smiled at the idea of removing the d’dec permanently from Vosj. But he doubted Preem would do such a thing. But if Quon couldn’t find it in Harpin City, then he would assume it was lost to everyone.
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Spectral Strangler



Just ahead, Preem heard the distinct clop as Haam and Jisana’s horses stepped onto the wooden drawbridge protecting Lowmouth’s eastern gate. Another vital phase of the quest to free Otanic was about to start. It should be near noon, enough time to set today’s plan into motion.
Four days ago, he conquered the old d’dec used by Yarin. More importantly, Brodia found the technique to stop the d’dec from releasing d’sur waves, making it undetectable by Quon. The Four Crowns’ initial joy was now resentment following Preem’s statement that they would still need to hide for a while.
Haam was the hardest to convince. For a moment, Preem feared he would abandon them to return to Kefnu. Jisana convinced him to stay when she pointed out that she knew nothing about magic, which meant she would have to trust Preem’s explanation. Sometimes the most convincing argument came from the uncluttered mind of the young. Even I have doubts about waiting, he thought as the wagon turned a corner.
“Last time I stayed at the Eagle’s Claw,” Brodia said from beside him. “The innkeeper may remember me. We can stay at the Golden Ship, the tavern where Yarin stayed.”
“We can stay there for tonight,” he replied. He didn’t tell her he was familiar with the Eagle’s Claw tavern since he spent a few evenings drinking wine with the royal physician in the bar. Those were the days when Brodia needed time to recover from her wounds. How much has changed in one year?
Most of the roads in Lowmouth were packed dirt, muffling the horses’ steps as they walked along Central Way, which ran from the North Gate to the docks at the city's southern end. As he remembered, the Eagle’s Claw tavern was near the middle of the city.
“This is the same tavern, but it isn’t called the Golden Ship any longer,” Brodia said soon after turning onto Central Way. “Now it’s called the Spectral Strangler.”
When the wagon stopped, he fumbled his way down, being careful to land on his good leg. The walking stick made life easier than the crutches had, but a blind cripple was not a good combination.
“Is that the green wizard?” Jisana said. He froze for a moment. Was she giving them away? He slipped into Yarin’s d’dec, hidden in his pocket.
“I think so,” Brodia replied with a short laugh.
Even Haam laughed with a deep snuffle. It was good to hear him laugh after last night’s arguments. But it also made Preem feel left out.
“Take pity on a blind man,” he said, dropping back out of the d’dec. “What are you seeing?”
“The shingle has a scene with two wizards fighting,” Jisana said. “To one side is a woman wearing a green hat while pointing a wand at one of the wizards.”
Inside, Brodia did the talking, ordering two rooms for the night while accepting the price of a crown without trying to bargain a lower price. The innkeeper gave them the green beret and mastyon rooms. “This place seems familiar,” she said to the innkeeper before they went to their rooms. “I stayed at a similar tavern two years ago, but its name was the golden something or other.”
“The Golden Ship. Yes, this is that same tavern. A year ago, we had a wizard battle in the streets nearby. Two Otanic wizards killed a Harpin wizard named Snake Eyes. So, I changed my tavern’s name.”
Preem listened as Brodia talked to the innkeeper about the Western Strangler, who’s real name was Yarin. Now he carried that psychotic killer’s d’dec in his pocket. But he would need a better place to hide it. “Please send pen and paper to the green beret room,” Preem said, cutting the conversation short. “Jisana, can you guide me to my room?”
“Yes, Jastur.” She took his elbow to lead him to the stairs, leaving Brodia with Haam to settle on the stabling of the four horses and the storage of the wagon they would sell.
As they climbed the stairs, he whispered to her, “We must be very careful in this city, our accents give us away. The city will be full of Harpin spies, so don’t get caught in unnecessary conversations.”
“Yes ... Here is your room.” He used his cane to find the bed to sit on. While waiting for Brodia to join him, he pulled out the leather bag containing his traveling nanuj pieces. He used the d’dec to pull apart the wood fibers of the red wizard piece. He pushed the d’dec into the middle before reclosing the fibers, perfectly concealing the blueberry-sized d’dec.
Then, using his perception technique, he scanned the room. There were two tables with one chair. One table had a washbasin on it. Having this d’dec meant he was only partially blind, but he dared not use it too much, even though he only used it in combination with the trick to stop the d’sur waves flowing straight up.
He limped over to the washbasin to splash water on his face. If someone saw him, they would think his blindness was a lie. But his perception wasn’t enough to turn the tables on Quon. This was the fact he found hardest to explain to the others.
When Quon pulled down Kefnu Palace, Preem not only felt Quon’s amazing power but also detected the four-way split to create sixteen d’sur fists. Preem had no defense against this mixture of power and skill. But with time, he would find a way to match his arch-enemy.
A few minutes later, Brodia joined him on the bed. He showed her the red wizard. “The d’dec is hidden in this nanuj piece. This city has many Harpin spies. We must always remain on our guard, keeping our conversations with the city's people as short as possible.”
“Yes, Jastur,” she replied. Moments later, the innkeeper’s wife delivered paper and a pen.
“Thank you, ma’am,” he said. Once they were alone again, he asked Brodia to write out a letter for him. When she sat at the table, he dictated the note.
I, a friend from the past, to the esteemed Royal Physician, do send this message:

You once helped my friend when a blade finer than a sword cut her. We shared red wine as my friend recovered. If you can help me once again, meet me in that same tavern this evening.
He stopped, waiting for her to finish the note. “Fold it and address it to the Royal Physician, Warlom. We will have Jisana deliver it. She will be the most inconspicuous.”
[image: image-placeholder]That evening Preem let Brodia lead the group to the nearby Eagle’s Claw tavern. He asked Jisana to take him to a table in the corner of the tavern’s bar. She was to remain with him. He instructed Brodia to sit at a different table near the door with Haam. He waited quietly with Jisana beside him to tap his arm whenever someone entered.
The young girl described the first few people; none reminded him of the physician who sewed Brodia’s wound from Yarin’s spearpoint. He found himself more anxious than he would have expected. Several times he had to suppress the desire to get up to pace around the room. Would Warlom come? If not, then his plan would stagger. Mentally, he began making new plans, just in case.
“Another man has entered,” Jisana whispered. “This one is older. It can’t be the man you wait for because he looks mean enough to cut off your nose if you say something he doesn’t like.”
Preem stifled a laugh at the description of his friend. “That’s Warlom. Go to him to say, ‘He sits in the corner.’  Nothing more.”
A few moments later, he heard a man ask, “Can I sit with you, sir?”
“Please do.”
After the man sat, he asked, “Is it really you?” Preem recognized Warlom’s gentle voice that was at odds with his appearance. Preem limited himself to a nod. “Can you prove it?” Warlom asked.
“Put something small on the table,” Preem said. He perceived a small coin the doctor had placed in front of him. Preem used a tiny gripping fist to lift it an inch above the table. “And you will remember I asked you to help another man I brought to you.”
“I believe you. We heard many rumors from Otanic. Are you blind now?”
“Indeed. But I am not incapable.”
“Unusual,” Warlom said. “What do you need, old friend?”
Preem leaned forward to whisper, “A meeting with his majesty. His majesty alone.”
“I cannot promise this, my friend, as there are many pressures on Jongiloc after the collapse of Otanic. But I will give you a pass to see me tomorrow. Come at four hands after sunrise. And if his majesty agrees, I can take you to him.”
“Good enough, friend. I will see you tomorrow.” Preem used his perception to pick up the coin to give back to Warlom. He clasped the doctor’s hand. “And I’ll bring the one you sewed last time.”
“She lives too? I’m glad about that. Until then.”
Preem heard him scratch out a note before handing it to him. Then he left the table. A moment later, Jisana led him back to the Spectral Strangler. When the others joined them, he told them about tomorrow's meeting.
[image: image-placeholder]The sun was warm on his face when Brodia told him they were at the gateway into the Royal Palace. From an abundance of caution, Preem did not attempt to use the d’dec to perceive what was around him. He placed his total trust in the woman he loved as he carried his stout walking stick in his right hand. Brodia told him that the guard was checking their passport from Warlom. Then she led his horse forward again.
“Could someone guide us to the physician’s office?” Brodia asked after they dismounted.
Preem let Brodia guide him along the palace corridors, using his walking stick to support his right leg as he hobbled along. Soon, he felt a thick rug under his footsteps before they finally came to a stop. Brodia said that they were outside the doctor’s room. He waited, doing his best to calm his nerves as this part of the plan was critical to hiding from Harpin. 
“Thank you. Please come in.” It was Warlom’s voice. “Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?”
Preem smiled at the doctor’s perception of the situation. “My name is Jastur, good sir. And my wife’s name is Tipini.”
“We are alone, my friend; you may speak freely,” Warlom said. Preem knew this was also a chance to show he was capable, so he used perception to locate a chair to sit facing the doctor. “Unusual,” Warlom murmured. “In five minutes, I am to bring you both to another room. So, we can talk for a moment.”
“I had little chance to thank you,” Brodia said. “There is hardly a scar to show off.”
“I’m sorry I couldn’t give you a better trophy. It was a very clean cut.”
“What have you heard from Otanic?” Preem asked, impatient to discover Jongiloc’s position.
“The rumors are vague. But we heard the royal family was killed except the daughter, Foliana. And that the wizards died too. Harpin will rule Otanic now. While we in Jongiloc are most concerned that Harpin will turn their eyes toward us next.” The doctor paused. Preem was about to ask another question, but the doctor spoke again. “We here are in a difficult position. Our impartiality has been our policy for generations, yet neutrality only works when two other realms are fighting each other. Now there is only Harpin, so they no longer care about our impartiality between Harpin and Otanic.”
The truth in the doctor’s words was readily apparent to Preem. The long journey here gave him time to reflect on Jongiloc’s new challenges, bringing him to the same conclusion. All he could do for now was confirm the rumors from Otanic. “The collapse of the Royal Palace in Kefnu crushed all those within its walls,” he told Warlom. “The princess only survived because she was attending a meeting elsewhere.”
“Collapsed? Was this through magic?” Warlom asked. Preem nodded. “I never thought magic could be so powerful. What can ever resist such power?”
“Only a stronger wizard. Harpin’s grand wizard, the Count of Broditch, has powerful magic.” Preem said, knowing he was giving critical information that could help Jongiloc. “I was there when it collapsed. I survived by luck alone, but it cost me my eyes.”
“Hmm, that’s very sad, all those people killed,” Warlom said. He checked a chamber clock on his desk.  “We should go now. I will lead you to another room for a private meeting.”
After several minutes Warlom announced that they were at the place of the meeting. A guard at the door asked for his walking stick, which he surrendered. He sat at a table of smooth polished wood. Brodia sat beside him, telling him they were alone except for the royal physician.
He heard a door open, followed by the sound of Brodia rising. So, he stood to bow, assuming the king had just entered.
“Good morning. We are sorry to hear that you lost your eyesight.” 
Preem recognized the king’s sage voice. He also remembered that the king was a wise man who was not easily deceived. “Thank you, your Majesty. I am adjusting to it.”
“We remain indebted to you but must also be aware of new realities that threaten us today. How may the fifth kingdom help you?”
“I seek only the use of a ship to sail us to the west, sire,” Preem said. “We seek passage in one direction. The captain can drop us ashore at our chosen place before leaving us to our means.”
“The Count of Broditch visited us a few days ago. It seems the first kingdom wants to offer security to us. It is something we do not want but may be forced to accept. Even now, they send an emissary plus some troops toward our capital,” King Rullag said. “They would not be pleased to hear we have aided you.”
For a moment, Preem was surprised that Warlom hadn’t mentioned Quon’s visit. But then he remembered that Warlom was loyal to his own realm. “We have done our best to avoid detection. But Harpin’s spies are everywhere, sire. I do not believe they are aware of our survival.”
“We have a Harpin spy in our council. And hear whispers of a desire to supplant our just rule. Our youngest son is sympathetic to Harpin’s plans.” The king paused as he reflected on the realities his kingdom faced. “We were hoping for more time but can no longer expect it. We will fight them to the last man and may need every ship. What do you have to offer for a one-way passage?”
“I have little to give in payment, sire,” Preem said. “In the future, I will do whatever I can to help this kingdom keep its neutrality.”
“Ahh yes. Our independence is important. But we do not seek future promises as payment, my lord. We seek something that we can measure now. We are the poor neighbor when we count the number of wizards we have. One Jongiloc novice trained as a wizard would be an acceptable payment for the ship plus total secrecy.”
“I accept, sire,” Preem responded quickly. He liked the idea in an instant. Training a Jongiloc apprentice would ensure King Rullag’s cooperation in keeping it a secret. “We will search for a novice within your city. They will travel with us so we can train them as a wizard.”
“Warlom, have papers drawn up to commission a merchant to sail our passengers to a place of their choosing. And you will examine the novice they pick. May Veratin guide you on your quest while keeping us all true to our word.”
With chairs scrapping on the floor, the meeting was over. Preem bowed in the direction of the king’s voice. “Thank you, sire.” The king’s invocation of the God of truth was a good omen between friends who would need to trust each other.
After the king left, Warlom said, “I’ll come to the tavern each evening to exchange updates.”
“Good. Until this evening, then.”
Preem was pleased as Brodia led his horse out of the palace grounds. Now, his biggest concern was convincing the others that they needed time to prepare before engaging Quon again.
Had he been able to see the old man, studying them from the shadows of the palace’s curtain wall, he wouldn’t have been so confident that he only had one problem remaining.
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A Dizzy Feeling



She walked around Janer Market using her mind pressure to send instructions to the d’dec, as she had done for the last six days. Haam walked beside her at Preem’s insistence.
Although Brodia wasn’t carrying the red wizard, Preem decided that merely using the mind pressure should create a dizzying effect on any potential novice. She sent the mental pattern while checking all the teenagers around her. Then she strolled to the next market stall before repeating the process. 
“What do you think of waiting?” Haam asked, pulling her out of her concentration. 
But his question about going into hiding to wait until they were stronger was the uppermost topic for the Four Crowns. The debates pitted Haam against Preem, while Brodia remained neutral with Jisana. The one imperative for Brodia was keeping the Four Crowns together.
“I see both sides,” she replied. Talking in public meant she had to pick her words carefully. “We face difficult odds which will improve with time. Yet the damage done at home brings tears to my eyes even as we grow stronger.” She paused while she checked the next stall for any novices. Then she continued responding to Haam’s question, “We need to find a compromise. Maybe we should move closer so we can be ready.”
“Have you ever seen him in danger?” Haam said softly. “I mean in mortal danger. He was always the strongest where none can threaten his life.”
Brodia moved to the next stall to give herself time to think. When she first met Preem, he was a grand wizard, the deadliest man alive. People feared him for his Bone Crusher name and for the amazing power he possessed. She’d seen him rip a tree from the ground before grinding it into wood chips. In the Barrons, she saw him effortlessly fight off two Arrox.
Before Quon’s appearance, could anyone make Preem sweat in a fight? After checking for novices, she moved to another stall, trying to put off any conclusion she could make from Haam’s last question.
“He was almost killed once,” Brodia said. “He still carries the injuries he suffered that day, yet he never stopped.”
“That was many years ago,” Haam said. “Sometimes, being unbeatable dulls the edge.”
“I hear you, but that’s enough,” she said, ending the difficult conversation. It left her with much to think about the man she loved.
For two more hands, she continued, doggedly searching for any potential novice. Haam remained by her side without saying another word.
Back at the Spectral Strangler, she sat with the group in the room with a mastyon painted yellow on the door.
“I found no one in Sturgan Market,” Preem said from the chair he sat on. “Did you see any reaction in Janer Market this morning?”
“No, Jastur. Many boys and girls, but no reaction.”
“We’ll try again this afternoon in Royal Market,” Preem said. “We cannot hold a meeting, so all we can do is test in each market each day.”
“Is there an age limit to becoming an apprentice?” Jisana asked.
“Fourteen is my limit,” he responded. “But the ability is there from a younger age.” Preem sent the mind pressure toward Jisana, but she didn’t react. Brodia did the same test on Jisana before the Palace collapsed. “Before we check the markets, I want to purchase some supplies,” Preem continued as if he hadn’t just tested Jisana. “I met a leather smith who will sell us cured hides from his shop near the Sturgan bridge. We’ll go after lunch.”
“All of us?” Haam asked.
“No,” Preem replied. “After lunch, can you go with Jisana to the docks to ask about the warehouses? We may need to store supplies before we leave.”
[image: image-placeholder]After Haam left with Jisana for the harbor, Brodia took some time to talk to Preem. Haam’s earlier comments roused some concerns, threatening to shake her faith in Preem.
“How much stronger is Quon,” she asked, keeping her voice low. “I’ve seen you tear a tree into small pieces. How much harder is it to pull down a stone building?”
“Not just a stone building. The Palace was as strong as the city’s walls,” Preem replied. “When I destroyed that tree, it took half my power. To destroy an ordinary stone building takes ten times as much power as needed for the tree. But to destroy the palace takes another ten times the power.”
As she did the arithmetic in her head, Preem said, “He’s fifty times stronger than me.” Preem paused as Brodia absorbed this information. “I never told you this because I feared it would scare you. But when he attacked, I detected a four-way split. He has twice as many d’sur fists to fight with.” 
As Brodia left the tavern with Preem, she realized it was an insurmountable difference. To face Quon, she must help with her own three-way split, which meant she needed time to become a grand wizard. Hooking her arm in his, she pulled him closer. He had restored her faith in him that he wasn’t a coward.
Soon she strolled along Sturgan Street with Preem who walked with a pronounced limp, using his cane to test the ground. The tapping sound set a simple rhythm, much the same as his mastyon once did. They approached the high-backed Sturgan Bridge with its steps beside the parapet. The red-brick bridge was beautiful, but it conjured harsh memories for her.
“This is where I first fought with Yarin. Where he gave me that cut from his spearpoint,” she whispered, when no one was nearby. “I’d never seen anything like that spearpoint before.”
“I failed you by not teaching you how to defend against such a weapon. I will never make that mistake again.”
“We never talked about what happened that day.”
“Nor do we need to. I have learned my lesson, as have you. We are both stronger for that day, as we are both stronger for the day the palace fell. If I ever get the chance to fight him again, I will attack with everything I have from the moment I see him. Like a dog fighting another.”
She climbed the steps slowly, letting Preem tap his way beside her. From the top, she saw Sturgan Market nestled at the bottom of the bridge to the left. “Where is the leather smith’s shop?”
“Across the road from the market, it should be facing the street.”
“We’re coming to the steps back down,” she warned but offered no help.
Minutes later, she was outside a leather shop with a beautifully carved saddle on display in its small window. She pushed open the door into the dingy shop, where the smell of leather filled her nose.
Preem shambled in behind her, tapping his cane. Behind the counter, she saw a tall boy standing beside a large book, making notations. Next to him was an older man in a dark gray shirt with a leather apron. The man in the apron welcomed them to his shop, asking how he could be of service.
“We met this morning in the market,” Preem said. “We discussed purchasing some cured hides.”
“Ah, yes. I remember. Ibun, bring the top three hides from the stock room.”
The boy soon returned to place three hides on the counter. Preem opened his d’dec to perceive where the counter was. The boy, who was stepping back to his ledger, almost collapsed. He had to grip the counter to keep his balance.
“Are you well?” Brodia asked the boy; whose face was suddenly pale.
The father turned to see his son. “Stop showing me up,” he snapped, slapping the boy hard across his face.
“He’ll be fine,” Brodia said, horrified at the father’s treatment. “It’s just a dizzy spell.”
“You’ll leave me to manage my own son,” the merchant snapped. “We don’t need a mother hen.”
She was about to throw something back, but Preem signaled her to wait. He stepped to the leather hides to feel them with his hands, scratching the rough side with a fingernail. “This isn’t thick enough or of a good enough quality. Do you have something better to show me?”
Once the merchant left to get better merchandise, Preem waved her to stand beside him, so he could whisper, “Did he show the dizziness?”
She described how the boy reacted. Preem asked her to test him again. She sent the pressure to open the d’dec, watching the boy, who gasped.
“Why?” the boy asked faintly.
After stopping her pressure, she nodded to Ibun. “It’s alright. I won’t do it again.”
The merchant returned to lay out more hides. After testing them, Preem asked, “How much for these three?”
“Two crowns each for this quality.”
“My assistant will pay you,” Preem said, waving to her to pay the merchant.
She stacked six Jongiloc crowns on the counter. Preem took out an Otanic silver crown, placing it on top of the hides. “I’ll need my assistant to guide me back to our tavern. Could I impose on your son to carry the hides to our room?” The merchant agreed eagerly, taking the Otanic crown. “He may not return until late this evening or tomorrow,” Preem cautioned the merchant.
“For five more crowns, you can keep him as long as you want.”
The merchant had a surprised look on his face as Preem stacked another five silver crowns on the counter. “Come Ibun; we have to get back to our tavern.”
Muffling a massive smile, she hurried ahead of the turning Preem to open the shop door. Preem tapped his way onto the street while a puzzled-looking Ibun carried the three rolled-up hides on his shoulder.
As Preem felt his way toward the Sturgan Bridge, she caught up to Ibun walking behind Preem.
“I don’t understand,” he said. “Were you doing something to make me sick?”
“We’ll explain it when we get to the room. Let’s not talk about it on the street.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I’m Tipini, and the man ahead of us is Jastur. Not sir or ma’am.” Brodia was pleased they had a novice, but it came as a mixed blessing. Surely now, they were committed to hiding for at least a year. Haam would be hard to convince.
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Are You Loyal?



Ibun struggled to believe what happened. Was this his chance to get away from his father? He’d been saving small sums, ready to escape the daily beatings. Those thrashings were his entire life, beaten for being slow, forgetting anything, or just being there. His father forced him to make the belt used to whip him, making him carve a design into the leather that became imprinted on his skin many times over. He never knew his mother, but whenever his father beat him, Ibun imagined his mother stroking his head, whispering that it would be over soon. 
Somehow, he had to convince these two short people to let him work for them. He was good with books. A skill that all businesses needed, or so they said. He worked hard at the books, saving his father many crowns. All in the hope his father would see worthiness in Ibun. It hadn’t worked. Instead, his father sold him for a handful of coins.
As he walked along Sturgan Street, he made plans to persuade these two to employ him. Then he realized he might be indentured for five crowns. But even that was better than being beaten every day. Yet, these two had made him sick with dizziness. It was the same feeling from a year ago on that weird day when wizards killed Lowmouth’s most notorious murderer near here.
He followed them across Central Way. The lady turned into the Spectral Strangler, guiding the blind man by his elbow. Inside, he followed them up the stairs to the room with the beret in green paint on the door. Inside, the couple sat on the bed.
“Drop the hides on the floor and take a seat,” the woman said. Her voice was pleasant; she didn’t seem angry at him, raising his hopes a little. Still, he was so nervous he had to thrust his hands between his knees to stop them from shaking. She was smiling at him as he tried to remember her name. The blind man sat, hunched over a little, the bandages hiding his eyes.
“Your father must beat you,” she said. He was surprised at her insight. He just nodded, not trusting himself to talk. “And your mother, does she allow it?”
Now he had to speak. “My mother is dead,” he replied. It always made him sad to know he’d never known her. “She died when I was born. It’s my fault she died.” The lady asked if he believed that. “I don’t know,” he said. “My dad always says it was my fault.”
“What do you do at your father’s shop? Are you good with leather?” 
“I carve the patterns for the saddles and other fancy pieces.” He loved doing this the most, though his father never liked his work. “And I keep the books straight,” he added.
“You’re good with numbers?” The blind man lifted his head at this question.
This was his chance; he mustn’t miss it. “I always have been. I saved my father many crowns by keeping the shop’s books,” he said enthusiastically. “I can keep your books if you want me to.”
“Would you like to work for us, Ibun, by keeping our books?” the blind man asked. His voice was calm like hers. Ibun said he would love to do their books each day. He didn’t know their business, but he had always been good at learning things. “We’ll see,” the man said. “How old are you?”
Ibun thought for a second. Would they hire a sixteen-year-old? Should he add a couple of years? The pair sat, waiting. “Sixteen,” he admitted finally.
“Good.” The man was pleased. “You do not know what we are searching for, so you cannot know what answers are good or bad. But I can assure you that I can sense someone lying.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Yes, Jastur,” he corrected. “Now, what were your plans? Were you going to let your father keep whipping you?” Ibun shook his head as he said no. Jastur asked him where he was going to run to.
“I’ve been saving money for a year. I have four crowns hidden in my room,” Ibun said. “I was going to find a merchant ship that needed someone to keep the books. I always heard that it was important for a ship to have people good with numbers.”
Jastur nodded, as did the woman. “Good plan. What would you like to know from us?”
“Am I indentured?” Ibun asked. It was an impertinent question, but suddenly it became critical. Jastur shook his head with a warm smile. Thank the Gods. It would have destroyed his new hopes. “Can I work for you? I’ll do whatever you need.”
“You’ll meet a man tonight. He’ll make the final decision on whether you can work with us.”
Suppressing his disappointment at not being immediately employed, Ibun asked, “I felt dizzy today. This seems like a silly question, but was that you?”
Jastur tapped the woman’s leg. So, she answered the question. “Yes, it was. But if you are to work for us, you will have to adapt to it. I can help with that.” She paused before adding, “We travel everywhere. Does travel or hardship scare you, Ibun?” He shook his head; here was his chance at adventure.
“Good. Now we wait until tonight,” Jastur said.
Ibun realized his legs weren’t shaking anymore. But he still feared being rejected. “If I’m not hired, will I have to return to my dad?”
“No,” Jastur said. “If you aren’t to join us, then I will give you ten crowns before helping you find a job on a ship.”
“Do you play nanuj,” she asked. She only seemed a little older than him, though her weathered face belonged to someone older. “We can pass the time until tonight.” 
Now he remembered her name was Tipini, but could he call her by her name? “No, I’m sorry, Tipini.”
“Don’t apologize,” she laughed.
[image: image-placeholder]That evening he sat with them in the tavern called the Eagle’s Claw. He discovered the group had two others. A massive man aptly named Haam and a small girl named Jisana. They were relaxed, though they said nothing about their business or themselves. He enjoyed sharing the beer urn on the table with them, though he was careful not to suck too much beer through his reed. He sensed he needed his wits this evening. Only the girl didn’t drink from the urn; she sipped from a small tankard of wine.
After the nicest meal Ibun could remember, Haam went with Jisana to another table, leaving him with Jastur and Tipini.
“I don’t know what the gentleman will ask you, but it’s important that you answer him honestly,” Jastur said. 
The seriousness in Jastur’s voice intrigued Ibun. “Is this man important?”
“Indeed. Not only is he knowledgeable, but he’s a good friend to have. If this gentleman is your ally, your father could do you no more harm. But if he sees a lie, all will be lost.”
The description was intimidating but also invigorating. These people were his escape from his hateful father. He sat in silence, nervously picking at his nails. Then an older angry-looking man approached.
“Who is this?” the stranger asked as he sat at the table. “Did you find someone?”
“Indeed. We will leave you to ask any questions you like,” Jastur said. The couple sat with the others, leaving him alone with the stranger. Ibun realized just how much he wanted to join this unusual group.
At first, the stranger asked simple questions like where he lived or what work he did. Ibun answered these easily, thinking the interview was going well. Ibun emphasized his bookkeeping skills, though the stranger didn’t care much. 
“What do you think of King Rullag?” the man asked.
It was a strange question but not hard to answer. “I love my king. He is everything I could ever want to see in a man.”
“Do you love the realm more than the king?”
That was a more challenging question, as Ibun used the terms interchangeably. “Is there a difference?”
“Some say there is; some say there isn’t,” the stranger said. “What do you think?”
Ibun thought about his history lessons from two years ago. The realm was the land with the people, the king represented them all, but he wasn’t the same. The question had been strange, but with all the rumors about Otanic’s palace plus threats of Harpin invading, Ibun realized these questions might be to recruit a spy for Jongiloc. Suddenly he knew he’d do anything to help his country. Now the answer was obvious. He glanced at the stranger, who waited quietly for his answer. “I think it’s easier to love King Rullag than all the people. But I’d die to save either.”
“A fair answer, my boy, and truthfully spoken,” the man said, waving to the other table. Tipini ambled over before taking a seat.
“If Jastur wants him, then the king has no objection,” the man said. “Give me five days. We’re expecting an appropriate ship to come back in that time.”
After the man left, they returned to the Spectral Strangler. Jastur whispered some instructions to Tipini before she took Ibun to the room. 
“You will sleep in this room with us,” she said. “I sleep on the floor beside the bed. You can lay your blanket at the foot of the bed.”
It was a bizarre arrangement. However, he remembered the stranger’s comment. “What did the man mean by the ‘king has no objection’?”
“It means you are now Jastur’s student. I hope you enjoy traveling.”
“I’ve always wanted to.”
“Good. Do what we ask of you, Ibun. We will never do you harm. Tomorrow morning, you’re responsible for breakfast. Jastur likes bread with soft white cheese and some black olives.”
“Yes.” Something nagged at him. It felt like this was the adventure he’d sought after all these years of drudgery. But what kind of student had he become?
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The Blacksmith



Three days later, Jisana walked around Royal Market with Brodia, buying warm clothes for the trip. The choices were few in such a warm climate, but neither cared much about fashion. Brodia selected men’s clothes, while Jisana selected both.
She still felt trapped between the two men in the group. Haam continued to mumble about returning to Kefnu soon while Preem proposed waiting for several months. For now, the agreement was to sail back west to land somewhere before assessing the situation in Otanic. As for the new member, Ibun, he had no opinion. In fact, she doubted Preem had asked for one. Brodia described him as a bookkeeper, warning her not to tell him anything about the Four Crowns.
“It would be easier if I knew where we’re going,” Jisana said softly. Surely Brodia knew Preem’s plans.
“Jastur won’t decide that until we are at sea,” Brodia replied. Jisana stared at her, trying to decide if she was telling the truth. In the end, she couldn’t decide.
She enjoyed shopping with Brodia, having a woman-to-woman chat about clothes, even if their tastes differed. All the clothes they bought were being delivered to Lann’s warehouse at the docks, ready for when their ship came into port.
Under Brodia’s guidance, Jisana was more observant. As one of the street folk, she had become a quick evaluator of people. But with Brodia, she learned new tricks. Now, she watched everyone. She mostly ignored them if they were doing what the general crowd did. But whenever she saw someone behaving differently, she noted their face. At the edge of the market, she spied an old man; he looked familiar. The man seemed to make a point of not looking at them. Didn’t she see someone who looked like that this morning? She made a closer note of his face.
“What’s it like, living on the streets of a city?” Brodia asked, pulling Jisana’s attention away from the old man.
“Cold, always cold. Even in the summer, the nights were cool, and in the winter, they were bitter. You don’t belong; no one wants you,” Jisana replied. “Not even the other street folk. The grists were especially nasty to us.” She paused as she pushed away those old times. “Now, I belong somewhere. I don’t want to die, Tipini, but I'd be content if it were for you all.”
“I feel the same,” Brodia said. “I never belonged at our farm. My Pa saw to that. Now I have a purpose.”
“And you have a man,” Jisana added with a side glance. She thought of Brodia as Preem’s wife. It was pure love, like her parents in the old palace, which gave her a warm feeling. “Are we done with what we need to get?” Jisana asked. There was other shopping she wanted to do, but she was willing to wait until Brodia had all the clothes she wanted.
“Yes. I’m just looking now. It may be a while before we see another market.”
“I asked a blacksmith to make me some knives,” Jisana said. “Can we go to see if he’s finished?”
Brodia was reluctant at first, asking many questions about the blacksmith. She wanted to know how big he was and the color of his hair. Did Jisana know his name? Jisana answered all the questions thinking it was part of her training. She said the smith was a tall, thin teenager with curly black hair. Jisana didn’t know the smith’s name, saying she wasn’t in the habit of encouraging men to pay attention to her.
After giving the description, Brodia told her to lead the way to the blacksmith’s forge, which was one street beyond the northern side of this market. As they left the market, Jisana looked for that old man again, but he wasn’t there. So, she decided not to say anything to Brodia.
At the blacksmith’s forge, hidden down a small street, Jisana went in alone while Brodia stayed outside. Inside, Jisana saw the blacksmith working hot iron with his hammer, beating out a hard rhythm on the anvil.
“Hello,” Jisana said as soon as he glanced up. “Are my knives ready? Some things have changed, so my master wants to leave earlier than I expected.”
“Not finished yet, ma’am,” the blacksmith replied. “If you want it done faster, it’ll cost another crown.”
“I’m already overpaying for these knives,” Jisana snapped. Why did people always try to squeeze more money from her? “I’m not paying more!”
“Your choice, ma’am. I’ll have ‘em done for you the day after tomorrow.” The tall blacksmith went back to his hammering, leaving Jisana fuming over his curt response.
Brodia came in to ask if there was a problem. Jisana explained that she ordered six throwing knives to match the one she had. She made sure she spoke loud enough for the smith to hear, adding that waiting wasn’t good enough. The blacksmith glared at her twice as she explained the situation to Brodia.
Brodia asked, “Excuse me, but how many knives have you finished.”
“None are fully finished, ma’am,” the blacksmith said. “I’ve drawn them out and shaped them. They still need hardening before I can grind them.”
“Can I see one?” Brodia asked. Jisana considered this her project, so she didn’t like this interference. She folded her arms as she stared at Brodia.
“Is there a problem, Faal?” a new voice boomed from a room at the back of the forge.
Jisana turned to see a big man with red hair enter. He looked strong enough to give Haam a good wrestling match. But the strangest thing was how he looked at Brodia.
“Champ, is that you?” he asked.
Brodia’s reaction was even weirder. “Hello, Muscles,” she said. Then she rushed over to hug him as she whispered something. Releasing the big man, Brodia said that he looked good.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a dress,” he said. What does that mean? Jisana thought. But all Jisana could do was watch. Amusingly, the younger smith had the same startled look on his face.
Meanwhile, Brodia chatted with the big smith as if no one else was there. The smith explained that his wife was expecting his first baby. News that made Brodia happy. For her part, Brodia told the man she called Muscles that she was married to a blind man named Jastur. Jisana was glad when Brodia said she was happy with her husband.
“It’s good to know we have both found others. Where is your ... husband?”
“We are staying at the Spectral Strangler.” Brodia even squeezed the man’s arm. Then, turning to look at Jisana, she said, “We’re old friends; his name is Nifbar.”
Jisana didn’t like it, though. Calling someone Muscles seemed as if they were more than old friends. She may only be twelve, but she remembered all Ma’s stories of lovers. Many of them included special names between the lovers. She always liked those stories, especially when they gave those cute names to each other.
“Faal, can you show me one of the knives?” Nifbar asked. “How many are there?”
Jisana had forgotten about the knives. Now, all she wanted to do was get away from the forge before Brodia kissed him or did something else that Jisana couldn’t forgive. She watched as Faal stepped over to some shelves to pick up a piece of iron that looked like her throwing knife. “I’m making six, all the same,” he said, placing the piece into Nifbar’s hand.
“What kind of knife is this?” he asked.
“A throwing knife,” Jisana said, showing him her own blade. The two knives looked like twins. If not for Brodia’s interference, she would be happy at how close the two knives looked. She was eager to try it.
“I still need to harden and grind them,” Faal said.
“We’ll have them ready for you tonight, miss,” Nifbar said. “Anything for an old friend,” he added, looking at Brodia. Jisana let out a long sigh. She needed to get Brodia away from here. “I’ll bring them to you at the tavern,” Nifbar added.
“Good, We’ll all share some beer,” Brodia replied, reaching out her arm to clasp with Nifbar.
Jisana wondered what would happen when Preem met Nifbar. She was sure it wouldn’t be pleasant. Maybe she should warn Haam, just in case it became a fight.
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Arrested



As Brodia stepped out of the forge with Jisana, three men in militia uniforms grabbed them. She struggled to escape, but Preem had the red wizard, leaving her too weak to resist these strong men.
“You’re under arrest by order of Minister Glippen,” an old man said. Brodia had seen him several times. She cursed herself for not realizing their enemies were watching them.
“What is this?” Nifbar stepped out.
“Do you know these two?” the old man asked. Brodia twisted in her assailant’s hands, managing to disguise a slight shake of her head.
“No,” Nifbar said. “Just customers.”
“Why does Minister Glippen want us?” she clearly said so Nifbar could hear. “What have we done wrong?”
“I don’t care; I got my orders,” the old man said as the militia bound Jisana’s hands. “Take ‘em away.”
The man holding Brodia forced her hands behind her back before wrapping some thin rope around them. As they marched her away, she didn’t look back, trusting Nifbar to get the information to Preem.
The militia strong-armed Brodia across Royal Bridge and then along a cobble-stoned street lined with ornate buildings. At one stone house, their guards pushed them through a door with a scythe and crown painted in yellow. She wondered how Preem would find them.
“Where are you taking us?” Jisana asked. 
A man slapped her hard across the face. “Shuddup.”
“Don’t say anything,” Brodia warned her but got a slap for her trouble. Her cheek was burning by the time they led them down into a small room off the cellar. One of them pushed her onto a wooden chair. She felt iron manacles close around her wrists, pinching her skin. She let out a small gasp, so the man slapped her again on the already burning cheek; she could taste the blood in her mouth.
They ran a chain from her hands back toward the wall. Glancing over to Jisana, sitting on her left, she saw the girl’s chain attached to an iron ring set in the wall. Clearly, this house held prisoners in the recent past. Keeping calm, she savored the taste of her blood, reminding herself that she’d been in bad situations before.
To her right was a small window near the ceiling. She saw the base of a small bush. They must be partly below ground. Two militia guards left, leaving one mean-looking man sitting by the closed door, staring at them with arms folded.
With no way to track time, she waited. Glancing at Jisana, she was proud to see the girl remained calm. Did she have that knife hidden in the folds of her skirt still? Brodia’s ash’tin knife was gone. Whatever these men intended, she had to slow them down. Gathering information was also critical, just in case the others rescued them.
“What did we do wrong,” she asked the man by the door. His backside spread over the edges of his chair. It looked ready to splinter from his weight.
“Shuddup, else I’ll knock ya inta tomorra,” the man grunted. She saw her knife pushed into his belt.
Finally, a man dressed in richly embroidered clothes entered. His large hook nose hid most of his face. “What’s your name?” he asked her.
“Tipini. What’s yours?”
Hook-nose turned to signal the guard, who got up to slap her hard. On the same cheek, damn it! The guard stayed beside hook-nose, ready to hit her again.
The man continued his questions. “Where’re you from?”
“Otanic.” A little truth, especially since her accent gave her away.
“I swear I recognize you from somewhere.”
“Maybe if you stopped beating my face, it would be easier,” she snarled, expecting another slap. The guard didn’t disappoint. Only this time, she pretended to pass out. Falling off the chair into a heap on the floor with her hands pulled awkwardly behind her back.
As she lay on the floor, she heard the hook-nosed man start on Jisana. “What’s your name?”
“Jisana’s me’s name, sir. I’s be’s from Otanic ta,” she said, keeping to her street talk. Smart girl, Brodia thought.
“How’d a beggar girl get here?” he asked, falling for Jisana’s ruse.
“I’s running aways, I’s was. ‘Cause of tha palace. Them peoples founds me, thay’s did. Tooks me ins,” Jisana said quickly. The man asked her who Brodia was. “I’s don’ts knows. Thems nice peoples, that’s all I’s knows.” After a short pause, she burst into tears. “Don’ts hurts me, m’lord. I’s dones nothing.”
“What makes you think I’m a lord?” he asked. Suddenly more interested.
“Them’s fancy clothes,” Jisana said through her sobs. “Ya must be’s a lord.”
“It’s only fair you know who’s going to kill you, little girl. I’m Lord Glippen.” Brodia admired how Jisana got his name. Now, it was up to the others to save them. “I’m going to the palace to get ready for tonight,” Lord Glippen said to the guard. “When the other wakes, get whatever information you can. And then …”
The man didn’t finish the sentence, but she could imagine it involved him drawing his finger across his throat. She stayed still, feeling a trickle of blood running from her nose. Brodia was buying more of the most precious thing they had. Time. She reached out with her mind, searching for the d’dec in the red wizard. It was beyond her range for now.
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Rescue



Preem did his best not to scratch the itch at the back of his neck. Brodia was long past the time she should have returned. He heard Haam’s nervous breathing as the man worried about his substitute daughter, Jisana. Ibun sat quietly as he must sense the tension at the table. On that table was some freshly cooked ham with a small loaf of untouched bread.
“You should eat; we may be called to action this evening,” Preem said for at least the third time. “Once Warlom gets here, we will set up a search of the city.”
“Have we been found out?” Haam half asked.
“Careful, Haam, there are many ears around us,” Preem said softly. “We cannot flap around like newly caught fish.”
“A large man approaches,” Ibun warned. Preem heard Haam’s chair scrape on the floor as he moved quickly. Preem engaged the d’dec to perceive the stranger who had many small knives in his pocket. But the man’s hands were nowhere near those weapons.
“Excuse me. My name is Nifbar,” a deep voice announced. “The innkeeper said Jastur was at this table.”
Preem instantly recognized the name and doubted it was a coincidence he was here so soon after Brodia's disappearance. “Sit, Nifbar,” he said. Then, easing forward, he said, “I remember who you are. Do you have news for us? News about our friend Tipini?”
“Yes, that’s the name she gave. A hand ago, the militia arrested her, and the young girl,” Nifbar said, keeping his voice too low for anyone to overhear. He went on to describe what happened, adding that the militia arrested Tipini at the orders of Lord Glippen, the Jongiloc minister of agriculture. Preem asked a few questions, but Nifbar didn’t know where the militia took them.
Finally, Preem asked, “Do you still care for her?”
“I’m married now. But she’ll always have a corner of my heart,” Nifbar replied. “I owe you thanks from last year.” Preem heard the clink of metal on metal as he perceived Nifbar placing the short knives on the table. “The girl ordered these. I know things may move quickly, so I leave these with you. Please get word to me when she is safe.”
“Thank you, friend,” Preem said. He heard Nifbar leave the table. Once alone, he told Haam to keep the knives for Jisana. “Now we wait for Physician Warlom. He may know where this Lord Glippen would take them.”
“He is a high minister,” Ibun said.
Preem heard the nervousness in the boy’s voice. “He is a Harpin spy, master Ibun. Warlom can explain it to you. Now, eat some food, both of you. We haven’t much longer to wait.”
As he sat, he reached out his mind once again, searching for Brodia’s mind. He trusted that she would reach out too; it was the one way he could locate her. But he found nothing within the few hundred feet of his range.
Shortly after Nifbar’s departure, Haam warned of the doctor’s approach.
“Gentlemen,” Warlom started, before he sat down. “I have the commission for the merchant ship Wisdom’s Wife.”
“Lord Glippen’s men arrested Tipini,” Preem said in a low voice. He heard Warlom’s short gasp. “Where would he take them?” Preem asked. “The Palace?”
“No. The king would not allow it. Glippen would take them to his house on Royal Street,” Warlom replied. “His house is halfway down, with a scythe and crown painted on the door.” Warlom leaned forward before continuing. “Something is wrong, Jastur. Why would he arrest them? The king has deep concerns about Harpin’s spymaster, Lord Glippen. We hear rumors they plan to kill the royal family.”
“Is the king well guarded?” Preem asked.
“A Harpin delegation is approaching Lowmouth. King Rullag ordered half his guard to intercept them so they could be ‘escorted’ to the palace,” Warlom said. “The king is vulnerable to an internal coup.”
Preem thought for a moment; he needed to check on something. Taking out his leather pouch of nanuj pieces, he held them out. “Ibun, please hide these in your pocket.” The boy took them. “Now, please stand away from the table so I can say something to our friend in private.”
When Ibun had shuffled ten feet away, Preem told him to stand there. He reached out to the d’dec buried in the red wizard piece to begin a scan. Ibun paled as Preem’s magic made him dizzy, but the boy stood his ground stoically. This smaller stone only allowed Preem to reach a hundred leagues for now. He swept the scan from the north around to the west. He easily picked out the disturbance. A wizard was moving fast from the northwest, only a two-way split, so not a grand wizard. The flyer was fifty leagues away. 
Now Preem could guess Harpin’s plan. “They will assassinate the king tonight,” he told Warlom. “A wizard flies here. We have two hands, no more.”
“Really! Anyone else I would not believe,” Warlom said. “I must hurry to the Palace.”
“Haam is an excellent swordsman; take him with you. I recommend moving his majesty to a different place to confuse our enemies. I must go to free Glippen’s prisoners.”
“What of the boy?” Haam asked.
“I cannot take him,” Preem said. “I must not strike too early; otherwise, it will warn the wizard. We must end Harpin’s spy network in one night.”
“I’ll take him,” Warlom said.
Preem took back the leather pouch of nanuj pieces from the confused teenager. Everyone agreed on the plan before they parted company.
[image: image-placeholder]He hobbled along Royal Street, cursing his wounded leg. He didn’t use his cane as he didn’t want to attract attention, while the night would hide his bandaged eyes. Grippen’s house should have a guard outside it. Scanning each side, he found a building with a man standing at its corner. He walked past without slowing.
As he passed the house, he mentally reached to find out if anyone else was doing the same. He was overjoyed to detect Brodia’s mind searching for him. She was alive. He felt her joy at finding him. But they couldn’t do more than recognize each other. Still, he was at the correct building.
He veered across to the other side of Royal Street. No doubt, the outside guard wondered if this feeble-looking man would create trouble. It was the guard’s last thoughts as Preem sent a spearpoint through his heart. It wouldn’t be the last person Preem would kill tonight; of that, he was certain.
Moving along the side of Glippen’s house, he used Brodia’s presence to guide him to where it was strongest. To avoid any windows, he moved slowly, using his perception to locate gaps in the smooth outside wall. Finally, he found a ground-level window where Brodia’s presence was strongest. Keeping to one side of the window, he sent in a thin lifting hand through the window’s frame. Inside, he used it to scan the room, finding Brodia lying on the floor with Jisana sitting in a chair. Someone had chained them to the wall. He also found a large man sitting opposite the two women.
Preem wrapped the man in a cocoon so he couldn’t move or shout out. He lowered the wriggling man to the floor before opening the window. Once inside the room, he quickly released both girls through tiny gripping fists picking the manacle’s locks.
“There’s a guard outside the door,” Brodia whispered. “And that guard has my ash’tin blade,” she added, pointing at the inside guard squirming on the floor. 
He nodded before asking them if they could walk. Both said they could. He told them to climb out the window and wait for him. After they left, he turned his attention to the guard, who wriggled uselessly against the cocoon that allowed less than an inch of movement. It was a cruel war that allowed no mercy. Creating a shimmering spearpoint, Preem passed it through the cocoon and the guard’s heart, leaving a hole that would be hard to find. He retrieved Brodia’s knife.
Outside the house, he told them the others were at the Palace, where he expected a coup to kill the king tonight.
“The man with the big nose said he was going to the Palace,” Jisana said. “He told the guards to kill us once Tipini was awake. But Tipini fooled him.”
“Then I’ll not lose any sleep when we kill the bastard,” Preem said. “Tonight will be difficult. Glippen will have many men with him. What’s more, the Gray Wizard is flying here. So we must hurry to the Palace to help organize the king’s defense.”
“Is he near?” Brodia asked.
“No more than a hand away,” he replied. Brodia slipped into the d’dec with him, so he showed her the interference he found as the Gray Wizard flew from the northwest. “He makes twenty leagues in each hand. He’ll be here soon.”
Preem felt Brodia grab his arm. She only said, “Please, Zenii.”
But he couldn’t allow personal vengeance to rule his decisions tonight, so he replied, “I can make no promises. The king’s safety is paramount.” He could sense her disappointment. Giving her the pouch with the red wizard, he said, “Fly us to the Palace.”
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It’s Personal



Brodia guided Preem into the guard’s assembly room. The red wizard was in Preem’s pocket between them, so Brodia could engage it to hold the broad split, hiding the d’dec from their enemy. Preem scanned the room while he tracked the Gray Wizard’s approach.
“Half a hand,” he whispered.
Behind her, Jisana walked meekly, overawed by the presence of the purple uniformed King’s Guard for Jongiloc. These men had blocked their entry to the back of the guardhouse until Warlom vouched for them. Inside, Brodia saw the king sitting on a simple chair with another elderly man beside him. “Your Majesty.” She curtsied as Preem repeated her words with a bow.
“No time for formalities, my friends,” King Rullag said. “We are delighted to see you here with us at this time.”
“Tonight, our kingdoms have a common cause, sire,” Preem said.
“May the Gods grant that this is not the last time.”
She looked around the room; ten guardsmen, including two officers, were present. She also saw a soldier dressed in enough braid to indicate a general at least. Standing against the wall, she saw Ibun, who seemed lost in the king's presence.
Brodia sidled up to the more senior officer to ask, “Is this all that guards his Highness? I’m looking for one member of our team who came with the Royal Physician. Is he here somewhere?”
“We have another twenty men outside in the courtyard,” the officer replied. “Your friend Haam is outside with them.”
The Four Crowns were all here; she hoped they had better luck keeping Jongiloc’s king alive. She was edgy as Preem held the red wizard. She wanted desperately to kill the Gray Wizard herself. But she also knew it wasn’t a game in which he could promise what she wanted. If all she could do was spit on his dead body, then so be it.
“I’m so nervous,” Brodia said when she rejoined Preem. It felt as if a nest of red ants crawled over the back of her neck, though she refused to scratch the itch.
“You’ll be fine when it starts. Remember the Arrox at the cliff and then Yarin on these streets,” he whispered. “When it starts, you’ll be ready.” He found her hand to give it a reassuring squeeze. “Do you know where Haam is?”
“Outside in the courtyard with twenty other guardsmen.”
“I have some instructions for him,” he said. “Jisana, will you please escort me to see Corporal Haam, outside.”
Brodia watched as Jisana led Preem by the elbow out the main door. The red wizard was beyond her range, leaving her defenseless.
A minute or two passed in silence. Then she heard some cries from outside, followed by the distinct clink of swords striking each other. The guardsmen in the room formed a line protecting his Highness from any attack at the front door. The sounds of a desperate fight continued outside. Brodia tried reaching out to the d’dec in the red wizard, but it remained beyond her reach. Suddenly the sensation of Preem’s mind engaging the d’dec stopped. Why wasn’t he involved in the fight?
As the sounds of fighting diminished, Jisana ran back in from the front courtyard with a guardsman. The guardsman told the officer they had stopped an attack, but the enemy was regrouping. 
Jisana ran to Brodia. “Jastur told me to bring you this.” In her hand was the blood-soaked leather pouch with the nanuj pieces. Brodia took the small leather bag as she asked if Preem was alright. Jisana’s eyes teared as she said, “I don’t know. Someone stabbed him with a sword. He’s bleeding so much, Tipini.”
“I’ll go to him,” Warlom said. He glanced at the king, who gave a slight nod of agreement.
“Ibun, stay here with me,” Brodia said as she signaled Jisana to follow the doctor. She cradled the bloody pouch. The king’s protection was in her hands now. The attack came at the front, but would the Gray Wizard enter that way? The man was a coward; that much was certain. All her apprehension was gone now as she looked around the room. He would sneak in through the back if he could.
Stuffing the pouch into her pocket, she made her plan. “Ibun, I want you by the front door,” she said softly, not wanting to alarm the other guardsmen. “If you see a man dressed in a long gray coat you are to yell as loud as you can that he is here.”
“Yes, Tipini. But I don’t understand what’s happening.”
“Later, we’ll explain it all. But for now, you need to do what I say if we are to keep his majesty safe.” The tall boy nodded. “I’ll be in the back room; it’s where I expect the gray man to enter,” she added. “Don’t do anything except warn me, do not get involved in any fighting. You understand?”
“Yes, Tipini.” Ibun stepped to the front door to take his position.
Brodia saw two men carrying Preem’s limp body, the Royal Physician in close attendance. She couldn’t let the scene distract her. She turned to address the officer, “Harpin’s Gray Wizard is nearby. If he comes in through the back way, I will stop him.”
“How?”
“Trust me on this, but keep your men ready if he comes in. Remember this one thing. He can’t attack what he can’t see.”
Not waiting for a response, she passed into the rear room, where they had entered before. She sat cross-legged in the corner, away from the door to the king. Keeping her mind relaxed, she waited with the d’dec quiesced. Her hatred for the Gray Wizard began to rise in her throat, but she pushed it away, clearing her mind again. Just like that time in the streets of Lowmouth, or the Big Oak Road, she had to remain calm.
Minutes passed while Brodia didn’t stir a muscle. Sounds of fighting came again from the front. She prayed Haam and Jisana remained safe. She listened for Ibun’s warning. Nothing.
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia sensed the use of magic nearby. But it came from near the front entrance, where she still heard the fighting. Standing, she prepared to charge into the room where King Rullag sat. The two guards at that door watched her, wondering. Then the magical presence moved. It circled the building, so Brodia settled back into her cross-legged position in the corner. She turned her head to follow the magical person even though she couldn’t see him. The presence approached the back door.
With a crash, the rear door swung open. The Gray Wizard strode in with spearpoints already flying at the two guards. Without any hesitation, she started the d’dec hidden in the red wizard. Forming a two-way split, she fired a massive d’sur fist at the intruder, knocking him into the wall. Before he could react, she used a gripping fist to snatch the tarner from his hand.
The Gray Wizard’s magic stopped as she pinned him hard against the wall. She stood, leaving his tarner behind her. She pushed him so hard into the wall that he could barely breathe. Her eyes never left his. Now, she could let her hatred rise as she walked toward the trapped man. Taking out a silver coin from her pocket, she held it up so the Gray Wizard could see the X scratched into its face.
“Your master gave us four silver crowns. This is one of them.”
“You’re meant to have died,” he mumbled in a petrified voice.
“I guess not.” She formed a spearpoint, holding it in front of his panicked eyes. Then she magic’d his tarner back into range. “Dowse your d’dec.” As he began to reach out, she warned, “I know what the movement feels like.”
She sensed the right action as the Gray Wizard extinguished the tarner’s d’dec. She tossed the tarner back into the corner, out of his range. “You killed my Ma and brother in Widemouth.”
“I’m sorry,” he squeaked.
“Wizards don’t apologize,” she sneered. “And they don’t surrender.” She pulled out her ash’tin knife. This was personal. The Gray Wizard tried to appeal for his life which only disgusted her further. “This is for my family.” She sliced slowly across his throat as he gurgled in shock. His blood ran as she cleaned her knife on his cheek.  Keeping him pinned, she whispered, “My name’s Brodia. I don’t care to know yours ‘cause your grave won’t have a marker.” She watched the blood flowing down his chest as his eyes darted about; she continued holding him up. “Your mother will never find your grave, and no one will remember you.”
Finally, she released the d’sur fist to let him slump face down to the floor as his blood pooled around him. The image of Ipin and Ma came to her, but she didn’t resist the sorrow this time. Nor did she wallow in it. She let the feeling pass through her without resistance. Finally, it passed, so she took a deep breath before spitting on the Gray Wizard’s head. 
The two guards were far from dead as the Gray Wizard didn’t aim his spearpoints well.
“Don’t touch him,” she warned. “He’s still dangerous.”
She retrieved the Gray Wizard’s tarner before stepping into the main room, where the sounds of fighting continued beyond the front door. She hurried outside, where she found a diminishing pocket of men in purple uniforms fighting against a larger group of militias led by the hook-nosed minister.
Quickly reforming her two-way split, she went to work. She sent spearpoints through the enemy nearest her, cutting down the attackers too fast for the militias to realize what was happening. Within seconds more than half were dead. It finally dawned on the others that something was wrong. Some snatched a glance at her but paid for their uncertainty when a defender ran their sword through them.
Behind the attackers, she saw hook-nose turn to run. She crashed a fist into the back of his head, taking him down hard. Five attackers remained, and they tried escaping too. The defenders killed them anyway. It was over.
To her right, she saw Haam standing with Jisana. Haam’s left sleeve was red from his blood. Yet he still carried the rapier sword in his right, at an angle ready for action. Jisana stood beside him, one of her throwing knives ready in her hand. As Brodia watched, Jisana approached a couple of attackers to pull one of her knives from each of their dead bodies.
“How is Jastur?” Haam asked. Brodia shrugged, saying she didn’t know. “He was magnificent,” Haam said. “Fearlessly attacking even though he couldn’t see.”
She was proud of the man she loved, but there was more to do here. “The leader is unconscious,” she said. “He should be held for interrogation.” Brodia could have picked up the minister with magic, but she didn’t want the guardsmen to know she was a wizard. For now, they thought that they’d been lucky.
Two guardsmen stepped over the dead attackers to lift the limp Glippen, carrying him back inside. She’d done all she could for now; it was time to check on Preem.
Inside, she found Warlom attending to several wounded guardsmen. He wrapped bandages around some with cuts. A couple of men he checked, he passed over with a small shake of his head. She looked among the wounded for Preem. She couldn’t find him.
“Physician Warlom, where is Jastur?” she asked. He pointed toward where the king remained behind a line of guardsmen.
After pushing through the line, she found Preem lying on the floor. She knelt to hold his hand, frustrated she couldn’t see his eyes. He still breathed.
“He will live.” Glancing up, she saw the king smiling at her. “The Royal Physician says it is not a mortal wound.”
Relaxing her breathing, she laid her hand on Preem’s chest. Her hands began to shake, but she didn’t care who saw. She’d done her duty to the kingdoms and her loved ones. It took a few minutes before her hands stopped shaking. Then she sought out the captain of the guard.
“There is a man in the back room, dead. It’s most important that you burn his body. Leave nothing of him that the enemy can identify. The two guards at the rear entrance must be re-assigned away from this city.”
“I don’t have that authority, ma’am.”
“King Rullag will confirm these instructions if you need me to disturb him. Your kingdom may depend on the enemy not discovering what happened here tonight.”
The officer agreed. She added that the same anonymous burning should be the fate for all the rebels who attacked his majesty tonight.
[image: image-placeholder]The following afternoon, she stood with her hands on the gunwale of Wisdom’s Wife as Lowmouth shrank in the distance. The gray city walls on the sea’s horizon seemed no higher than her finger.
In the cabin, Preem lay on his bed, recovering from last night’s fight; soon he could boast of another scar acquired in service to the kingdom. Haam’s left arm was bandaged, but he sat with Preem, fussing over the wizard’s comfort. One single action had quelled his concerns over Preem’s bravery. Now he freely accepted the importance of waiting until the wizards were strong enough to defeat Quon. Jisana sat in the other cabin, working on her new knives, putting a sharp edge on each with a fine stone. 
Beside Brodia, watching his home city dwindle, was Ibun. “Will you miss your city?” she asked him.
“Not much,” he replied. She asked if he had any other family besides his father. He nodded, saying, “I have an older sister, Hariano. But she didn’t care much for me; she sided with my Pa.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Brodia said. “A big sister should look after her little brother.” She paused to think of the future that faced them. Preem hadn’t indicated where they were going, but she was certain it would be somewhere they could hide for a year at least. “You are part of our family now. One day you will return to Lowmouth, but not for a while.”
“King Tarik spoke to me last night, saying I was Jongiloc’s hope for the future.” Ibun stared at her with a confused expression. Much about last evening must be a mystery to him. “What does it all mean? Why did you command that all the traitor’s bodies be cremated?” he asked.
She looked around to make sure no ship’s crew was within earshot. “Harpin’s grand wizard sent those men to assassinate the king. He will come to investigate when he hears of their failure. There must be no evidence of what killed those men.”
“And the man in gray, who was he?”
“He was another wizard. While the men attacked the front entrance, he was to come in the back to kill the king and then everyone else. He would create a hole in Jongiloc’s leadership, a hole Harpin could use to take control.”
Ibun was silent for a few moments as the walls of Lowmouth continued to shrink in the distance. “How could you defeat a wizard from Harpin?”
She turned to look at the young man, two years her junior. It was time for his first lesson. “These are secrets no one else is to know. These secrets would put every crewman at risk if they knew,” she said, carefully picking her words. “How can a single person defeat a wizard?”
Ibun thought for a few moments; the answer was obvious. “But there are no more woman wizards. The only one died in Kefnu.” Brodia quietly shook her head. “You’re the Green Wizard?” he whispered.
She nodded. Ignoring his shocked look, she said, “I have a famous master, as do you.”
“The Bone Crusher! I’m keeping the books for Preem the Crusher?”
“He loathes that name. His name now is Jastur. And you’re not here to keep our books,” she said softly, glancing around to ensure they remained out of anyone else’s hearing. “You’re here to become his apprentice. King Rullag hopes to have Jongiloc’s first wizard.”
“I ... I ...”
“That dizzy feeling, that’s our magic. One in thousands can feel it. But if you can feel it, then you can also control it. That’s what a wizard is. One day you will return to free your homeland.”
“Jongiloc is free now. You stopped them.”
“For now. King Rullag will have to cede power to Harpin. Otherwise, they’ll kill the royal family. Jongiloc won’t have to give up as much power as they would if the coup had succeeded.” She looked out at the city. It was barely discernible on the distant shore. “Tomorrow, you will become a member of the ship’s crew to learn the ropes. But in reality, you will be getting stronger. It is the first lesson. Go and sit with your master; tell him what you now know.”
Once alone, Brodia enjoyed the gentle breeze. The air already felt fresher, cooler. The typical Jongiloc humidity vanished soon after the ship had sailed on the afternoon’s ebb tide. She felt the small d’dec she carried in her pocket. Once Preem regained his strength, they would begin removing the Gray Wizard’s contamination. But for now, she could enjoy the gentle rolling of the Wisdom’s Wife. She wondered if the sea would make her morning nausea worse. As the shore dropped below the horizon, she couldn’t stop the smile that settled on her soul.
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First Scene in Return of the Defenders


In the fourth kingdom on the planet Vosj, during the sixth year of Queen Foliana’s reign, the river would soon sweep little Tresela over a two-thousand-foot waterfall. 
But before then, she tossed another boat onto the rushing waters of the stream near Home Cave, where she lived. She watched as the strip of bark bobbed its way before disappearing over a small waterfall. The little girl sat on her haunches in the pouring rain. But she didn’t care. It rained every day here, just as it had rained every day for as long as her five-year-old mind could remember.
In this game, each boat was one of Papa’s fishing boats. She loved his stories told during the evenings by the fire. Tales of houses above a cliff with fishing boats at the bottom. Legends of sea storms creating waves, like those that crashed into the cliff’s base at the edge of her world. Of course, she’d never seen a real house or boat, though Mama promised to take her flying to see one soon.
But Mama wasn’t at Home Cave, so Tresela should be mindful of what aunt Jis told her today. Still, Jis wasn’t Mama, so it was easy to slip away when Jis played with her knives. Of course, she knew better than to wander off too far, so she was near the edge of the trees.
Making her next boat, by pulling more bark from the dead branch she’d found, Tresela thought she heard a sound from the forest. After tossing the make-believe boat into the stream, she glanced behind her. The maze of pine trees blocked her view. But her young ears were good, and she had heard something above the constant patter of the rain on her conical leather hat. Is Jis creeping up on me? Pulling off her hat, she strained to hear the sound again, ignoring the rain plastering her black, curly hair to her head.
All her young ears heard was the rain. Putting on her hat, she made another boat to send down to the big cliff at the edge of her world. Tresela chased the boat as it turned in the stream. Soon she was past the point where she could see her home valley. But it was fine because she still could feel Uncle Ibun practicing at Home Cave. Besides, she wouldn’t break Mama’s biggest rule about not crossing the stream.
Then she heard something again. It came from the forest behind her. Holding her breath, she listened; someone shuffled through the soggy pine needles. “Aunti Jis,” she called out. Of course, she couldn’t feel Jis like she could Uncle Ibun, so she wasn’t sure if it was her. “I can hear you,” she said, hoping it was true.
Deep in the near black of the tree trunks, she spied something that was a lighter brown. Standing, she watched, hoping it was Jis in her bearskin coat. But it was much, much bigger, moving between the pine trees. Tresela stepped back as the creature came closer. In the past, when she saw one of these monsters, Papa or Mama pushed it away. Little Tresela knew she had to stay away from it. She took another step back, her feet now in the stream's edge. But her attention remained on the massive animal walking toward her sniffing the air. It was the thing Mama called a bear.
Tresela ran into the stream. Behind her, the monster crashed through the bushes. 
The stream ran fast over the slippery stones. Peeking back, she saw the bear at the stream’s edge. She slipped as the water tugged at her legs. Screaming, she hit the cold water, which dragged her away. The rocks banged into her as she rolled in the current, pulling off her hat. When she managed to grab a rock, her hand slipped; then, she rolled down the stream again. Everything was spinning as the water got faster. Soon, Tresela no longer rolled over rocks; now, she floated. She had to fight hard to keep her head up so she could breathe.
The water swept her into a pool, giving her a chance to cry out. But the stream was deeper here and didn’t care about a little girl. So, it pushed her out of the pool. The trees flew past her. They didn’t care about a little girl either. The cold water made each breath painful. Around, she spun, unable to do anything except keep her head up so she could cry out.
After being battered by the stream, Tresela suddenly found herself floating in calmer waters. Waggling her arms, she turned to look around. Now she was in a broader river, moving slowly past the trees. All thoughts about the bear were gone. If she could reach those trees, she’d be safe. She paddled toward the nearest shore, her arms flailing weakly as the cold stole her strength. She just wanted to rest. So, she did.
Reaching out with her mind, she searched for Uncle Ibun, but he was too far away. She searched for Mama or Papa but found nothing. In the air, near the edge of the forest, she saw a speck in the air. Was it Mama or a bird? Tresela screamed as loud as she could, but the speck didn’t care because it didn’t move. 
It would be so much easier if she breathed like a fish. Keeping her head above the water was so much work she let herself sink. With her eyes open, she could see the bottom. Can I breathe down there? Letting herself drift down, a calmness came over her. Then, something snapped her back. She knew she would die there, so she kicked back to the surface, taking another desperate breath.
Looking for that speck, she saw nothing. The little girl cried because the world didn’t care. Tresela turned herself to see where the river was taking her. She saw nothing. Well, not nothing. She saw the sky filled with heavy dark clouds. She was at the end of the river, the end of her world. Here, the river disappeared over the big waterfall and down to the endless sea.
Little Tresela held her breath. She was scared. Next time she would stay in Home Cave like Mama told her. Next time, she wouldn’t die.
Then floating stopped because she was falling. Tresela screamed as loud as she could. Then she screamed some more. 
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