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“We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors,
we borrow it from our children.”
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To my mother, Marjorie,

who always had a bigger vision for me than I had.

And to my father, Reginald,

who introduced me to the world of make-believe

before he died when I was five.
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Who’s Who


Here are the main characters from the earlier books in the series. They are reintroduced here to allow new readers to enjoy the story going forward. All the descriptions come from six years ago at the end of the fourth book, The Four Crowns. The major characters are highlighted.

Wizard Brodia Raffun: Brodia was a stubborn farmer’s daughter Wizard Preem chose as his apprentice. Promoted to Journeyman Wizard after a year, she wasn’t yet strong enough to save the palace when the Count of Broditch tore it down, killing the king and queen. She fled with Preem to Lowmouth, where they overcame the contamination on Yarin’s old d’dec. On the way to Jongiloc, she and Preem consummate their love, leaving Brodia pregnant. She is one of the Four Crowns.

Grand Wizard Preem Forma: Otanic’s Grand Wizard, Preem the Bone Crusher, loved Brodia. But he couldn’t defeat the enemy grand wizard who flattened the palace. Blinded in the collapse, he fled to Lowmouth where he used Yarin’s old d’dec to save King Rullag of Jongiloc. Finally, he sailed away with Brodia to rebuild his strength. Another member of the Four Crowns.

Jisana: Jisana was a young street beggar who joined Preem and Brodia as they prepared to flee after the palace collapsed. A member of the Four Crowns, she first suggested the group’s name.

Haam: Haam was a corporal in the King’s Guard who volunteered to join the Four Crowns to protect Preem and Brodia. The final member of the Four Crowns.


Ibun: A native of Lowmouth in Jongiloc, Preem took him as an apprentice at King Rullag’s request and Ibun left with the Four Crowns for parts unknown.

Apprentice Roon Namik: Roon was Preem’s second apprentice. Killed in the destruction of the palace, he left behind a much younger sister named Azaly.

Count Quon of Broditch: Crippled by Preem’s teacher, Grand Wizard Sarn, decades ago, Quon still developed into a powerful grand wizard, the first and only one to accomplish the four-way split to create sixteen d’sur fists. He wiped out the king and queen when he pulled down the palace and believed that he had also killed all of Otanic’s wizards.

Lihan, the Gray Wizard: Quon’s cowardly first apprentice who Brodia killed in Lowmouth. Quon is unaware he died and believes he ran away.

Yarin: Quon’s psychopathic second apprentice who enjoyed strangling young women and girls. Brodia found and killed him in Lowmouth.

Queen Foliana: The headstrong princess had to become queen when her parents and brother were killed in the collapse of the palace.
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Green Valley
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Waves in the Water


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.

Before then, Tresela 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 girl sat on her haunches in the pouring rain. But she didn’t care as it had rained daily for as long as her five-year-old mind remembered.

In her 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. She’d never seen a proper 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. Still, she could slip away when Jis played with her knives. Of course, she wouldn’t wander off too far, so she remained near the forest’s edge.

She made her next boat by pulling more bark from the dead branch she’d found. Tresela felt a strange itch at the back of her neck. Her conical hat stopped her reaching it, so she continued her game. After tossing the make-believe boat into the stream, she heard a sound above the constant patter of the rain on her leather hat. But a maze of pine trees blocked her view. Is Jis creeping up on me? After pulling off her hat, she strained for the sound again, ignoring the rain plastering her black, curly hair to her head.

All her young ears picked up was the rain. Putting on her hat, she made another boat to send to the big cliff at her world’s edge. Tresela chased the boat as it turned in the stream. Soon, she was past the point where she saw her home valley. But she still felt Uncle Ibun practicing at Home Cave. Besides, she wouldn’t break Mama’s biggest rule about not crossing this stream.

The itch continued to pester her. When a strange sound came again from the woods, she held her breath to listen; someone shuffled through the soggy pine needles. “Aunti Jis,” she called out. Of course, she didn’t feel Jis like Uncle Ibun, so she wasn’t sure if it was her. “I can hear you,” she said, wishing it was true.

She spied a light brown shadow deep in the near black of the tree trunks. Standing, she watched, hoping for Jis in her bearskin coat. But the thing moving between the pine trees was so much bigger. Tresela stepped back as the creature came closer. In the past, when she met one of these monsters, Papa, or Mama pushed it away, so she knew she must keep far from it. She took another step back, her feet on the stream’s edge. But her attention remained on the massive animal walking toward her that Mama called a bear. It sniffed the air.

Tresela ran into the stream. Behind her, the monster crashed through the bushes.

The stream raced over the slippery stones. When she peeked back, the bear was at the stream’s edge. She slipped as the water tugged at her legs. Screaming, she hit the cold water, which dragged her away. Rocks banged into her as she rolled in the current, pulling off her hat. When she grabbed a rock, her hand slipped; then, she rolled down the stream again. Everything spun 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 to breathe.

The water swept her into a pool, giving her time to cry for help. But the stream didn’t care about a little girl, so it pushed her from 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, keeping her head up to cry out.

After being battered by the stream, Tresela found herself floating in calmer waters. Waggling her arms, she turned to look around. Now she was in a broader river, drifting past the trees. All thoughts about the bear disappeared. If she reached 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.

She searched for Uncle Ibun with her mind, but he was too far away. She searched for Mama or Papa but found nothing. She noticed a speck in the air near the forest’s edge. Was it Mama or a bird? Tresela screamed as loud as possible, but the dot didn’t care because it didn’t move.

It would be easier if she breathed like a fish, so she let herself sink. With her eyes open, she saw the bottom. Can I breathe down there? A calmness came over her as she drifted down. Then, something snapped her back. She knew she would die there, so she kicked up to the surface, taking another desperate breath.

That sky’s speck was gone, so she cried because the world didn’t care. Tresela turned herself to see where the river was taking her but saw nothing except a sky filled with dark clouds. She was at her world’s end, where the river disappeared over the big waterfall down to the endless sea.

Scared, the five-year-old held her breath. Next time, she would stay in Home Cave like Mama told her. Next time, she wouldn’t die.

Then, the floating stopped because she was falling. She screamed as loud as possible. Then she screamed some more. She was still crying when she realized she wasn’t falling anymore. The water pounded into her from head to toe, making breathing hard. The air shimmered, creating waves that wrapped around her, holding her against the falling water. Those airborne waves pulled her out of the water into the rain.

Mama floated nearby, only now Tresela saw the waves Mama sat upon. Those waves came from the tip of Mama’s metal stick in her belt.

“Mama!” Tresela cried.

Once Mama’s waves released her, she fell into Mama’s arms, safe at last. Mama hugged her tight, whispering, “I have you, honey.”

Burying her face in Mama’s shoulder, Tresela held on as tight as possible. She knew she’d be in trouble at home, but her world was perfect for now. Behind her, the wall of water ran off the cliff above them. The wall disappeared far below where the sea met the rocks. Tresela was cold, but Mama took most of it away.

“Are you hurt?” Mama asked. Tresela shook her head. “Tresela?” She hated Mama’s you’re-in-trouble voice, so she held onto Mama tighter. “Tresela Forma. You listen to me.”

She lifted her head, looking into Mama’s beautiful eyes. “I’m so sorry Mama.”

But Mama’s face turned angry. “Don’t you ever do this again. You hear me! Papa and I were so scared. Aunt Jisana too.” Tresela hid her face in Mama’s shoulder. “You must promise never to do this again.”

“Yes, Mama,” Tresela whispered, wanting Mama to stop telling her off.

The rain continued to pound Tresela’s hatless head. But she didn’t mind. Up they flew until the top of the waterfall was far below. As she snuggled into the wet fur of Mama’s Arrox-skin coat, she forgot to say she saw the waves in the air.

The tip of Mama’s wand whispered to her, just like in her recent dreams, where a cave much smaller than Home Cave asked her to enter. She was too scared to go inside in her dreams, but in Mama’s arms, she wasn’t afraid anymore. So, she let her mind step inside, where she found a glowing red stone. Mama was there beside the stone, holding it in her hands.

The stone said hello, so Tresela greeted it. When she touched the stone, she found Mama’s love for her, as strong as the wind that blew in the cold times. I am sorry, she sent to Mama’s mind.

“Is that you, honey?” Mama asked.

She nodded without lifting her head, so Mama held her tighter.
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A Visitor


Brodia enjoyed the monthly Food Gathering Day, suspecting the boys appreciated it too. For her, it gave time with her best friend, Jisana, who had grown into a young adult. Jisana was now the same age as Brodia when she became a mother. They came to hide as they grew stronger before returning to regain their land from the Harpin invaders. But that changed with Tresela. Now, Brodia wanted to allow her daughter to mature free of Harpin’s oppression.

She could look back at that young woman who became Preem’s apprentice, smiling at her naivety. She thought she knew so much then; it’s funny how Tresela altered everything. Nothing was as scary as holding that baby who depended on you. In that instant, she dedicated her life to helping Tresela become a complete woman. Almost losing her daughter last week broke the complacency that this Green Valley was a haven. After a six-year absence, the itch at the back of her neck returned to warn her that her baby was in danger. Without that, Tresela would be gone!

“Someone is coming, Mama,” her daughter said, pointing toward the sea.

Brodia followed the direction of the five-year-old’s finger. “What, honey? I see nothing.” She scanned the horizon, searching for a merchant ship running before the strong wind. But the sheets of rain sweeping across the beach made it hard to pick out anything riding on the slate-gray sea. Doubting that Tresela knew what a ship looked like, Brodia could have dismissed her daughter’s warning except for the slight itch she felt once again.

Beside Brodia, Jisana continued digging in the sand for shellfish, determined to fill the crude leather bucket the three girls brought to the beach. While the men deer-hunted in the Green Valley, Jisana was resolved to win the girls versus boys Food Gathering Day competition. Of course, if you waited for a rain-free day, they’d all starve. The one rule was they could only employ magic to move to the hunting site. It meant that Preem couldn’t use his incredible sense of perception to find any prey.

Tresela pulled on Brodia’s hand as she continued to point to a spot above the horizon. Since the river swept her over the cliff a week ago, Tresela had been clingy, which was becoming a concern. Yesterday, Brodia gave her daughter the eagle pendant Roon presented her in Bigbend years ago, saying to her daughter that it bestowed on her the bravery of the mountain eagle. But it didn’t improve Tresela’s attitude.

“Is it a bird?” Brodia asked, using her hands to shield the water running off her conical hat, but still, she couldn’t see anything in the air or bopping on the waves offshore. Tresela continued pointing to the sea, so Brodia asked again, “Where?”

“There, Mama.” The girl pointed slightly up to show an object far away.

“Is it Something on the water?” Tresela shook her head, making her little conical hat wobble. Unsure if it was just her daughter’s imagination, Brodia returned to helping Jisana fill the bucket. It would be a special surprise for Preem, a shellfish stew from his youth, though she hated the salty taste. Meanwhile, the itch continued.

The tide was out, exposing this thin strip of sand between the rocks of Roon’s cliff and the Great Western Sea. Nearby, Roon’s Falls spilled thousands of gallons of fresh water over the two-thousand-foot cliff that marked the western edge of the Green Valley. To her left, the low tide revealed the base of the Rocky Spike, which was underwater during high tide.

Tresela stayed close, splashing in the waves that petered out on the beach. Brodia kept half an eye on her, not trusting her to remain nearby while wishing she didn’t stay so close.

After five minutes, they had enough shellfish in the bucket. Tresela continued playing by the edge of the sea. “He’s closer, Mama.”

The certainty in Tresela’s voice caught Brodia’s attention, so she stared out to sea again. Tresela’s little hand pointed higher this time, so Brodia lifted her gaze. Was that a tiny black speck against the ever-present gray clouds? Was it a mountain eagle? The object didn’t glide like a soaring eagle. It had been six years, but Brodia’s blood froze at the sight.

“Jisana, take the bucket to the rocks. Now!” She reached for her wand but stopped. They still had a chance to hide. “Tresela, come away, honey.” She kept her voice light, not wanting to panic the little girl. But Tresela continued to watch the speck in the sky. “Tresela Forma, do as you’re told!”

Tresela ran back to Brodia, who backed up the beach toward the cliff. Up against the base of the sheer rock face, she kept her eyes on the speck five hundred feet away. The Roon Falls was fifty feet to her right.

“What is it?” Jisana asked.

“A flying wizard, I think. Whatever it is, we must hide.” The Rocky Spike was too far away to reach without the visitor spotting them running over the sand. “Behind the falls.”

As Brodia edged along the bottom of the cliff, Jisana picked up Tresela to follow her. The water, falling from such a height, was a persistent spray by the base, encouraging green algae growth. Brodia scrambled over the rocks, trusting Jisana to keep her daughter safe.

The wind-blown spray challenged their water-proof clothing, winning the tussle to soak Brodia to the skin. Still, she picked her way behind the falling water to find the small gap hidden behind Roon’s Falls. She stood in the shallow cave as Jisana put down the bucket of shellfish while carrying Tresela.

Large boulders offered narrow hiding spaces at the back of the cave. Brodia ordered Jisana to take Tresela behind one. Brodia followed to hide behind another smooth rock. They watched over the top of the boulders.

Brodia glanced at the eighteen-year-old Jisana, who stood a half-head taller. “We have to wait,” Brodia yelled above the din of the falling water. “If he comes close, I’ll feel him.” She removed the wand from her belt, pulling it out to its seven-foot length. As usual, she kept the d’dec in its tip quiesced, not sending any d’sur waves.

Try as she might, she couldn’t see anything through the falling water. Then, unexpectedly, her d’dec activated itself to sweep the area beyond the falls. Brodia sent her mind into the darkness of her d’dec to snuff it back out.

“Oh, Mama!”

“Was that you?” Brodia squatted beside Tresela. “Did you just use my wizard’s stone?”

“Can I say hello to him?”

“Honey, we don’t know who he is.” Even as she spoke, she felt the stranger’s mind using his magic. He was nearby, attracted by those two seconds her d’dec was active. She put her finger to her lips as she pointed at the dark shadow outside the falls, fifty feet above them.

“Down,” Brodia said sharply as a gap appeared in the spray. She removed her conical hat to peer through a narrow gap between two boulders. The stranger’s most distinctive feature was a bright green baldric-like sash across his chest as he sat cross-legged on his platform. He held his tarner at arm’s length from his head, indicating a lack of maturity in his control of the magic.

The hole in the spray vanished, leaving a dark silhouette, which began moving up. Brodia wondered if Preem had his d’dec silent. The stranger wasn’t strong. She guessed he was much weaker than Ibun, barely a journeyman wizard. As the shadow disappeared above them, she noticed the leather bucket filled with shellfish in front of the boulders where they hid. Had the strange wizard seen this evidence of their existence?

“Where’d he go?” Jisana asked, breaking into Brodia’s thoughts.

“Over the top, into the Green Valley.”

“Will he find them?”

“Not if Preem has the d’dec snuffed out,” Brodia replied. But glancing at Jisana, she saw her concern for her close friend, Haam. “I’m sure they do,” she added to reassure the teenager.

“What, Mama?”

“I was telling Aunt Jisana that I’m sure Papa has his wizard’s stone silent.”

“He does.”

Brodia smiled at her daughter. For a five-year-old, the world was much simpler, which Brodia sometimes envied. However, the green-baldric wizard was a bitter blow to her hopes of keeping Tresela safe in this valley.
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Brodia stepped to the edge of the waterfall’s heavy spray. The bucket of shellfish beckoned her, but she wanted to kick it over in frustration. All her aspirations were scattering like fox-chased chickens.

“Should we go back out?” Jisana asked, standing beside Brodia with Tresela in her arms. But Brodia shook her head no.

Still, she needed to do something because not knowing what was happening above drove her crazy. “Jisana, I can lift you through the falls so you can look around. The other wizard won’t be able to feel my d’dec if they’re in the valley itself.”

The teenager put Tresela down. “Go ahead; I’m ready.”

Brodia created the double split, forming a narrow lifting hand with a thin conical shield to keep the rushing water off. She raised Jisana up the cliff’s side, letting the shield scrap against the rocks. The higher she lifted Jisana, the heavier the platform became from the rush of the water. Near the top, even she couldn’t perceive her shield deflecting the water around Jisana. At the top, she fought against the push of the Roon River as it threw itself off the cliff.

She held Jisana above the river for ten seconds before easing her back to the bottom of the cliff.

“What did you see?” she asked as soon as she dissolved her magic.

“The wizard is flying across the valley two hundred feet away. I didn’t spot Haam or the others.”

It would take time for the stranger to travel five leagues to the high pass at the Green Valley’s end. “I’ll send you up with Tresela so you can hide near the cliff’s edge.”

Jisana carried Tresela as Brodia formed the lifting hand again. Brodia swung the lifting hand outside the falls. As they reached the top, she felt some strange fluttering through her d’dec, like the croaking of a frog, small fluctuations in the frequency.

Concerned, she put the girls down at the clifftop before rushing to join them. Just before she landed, she glimpsed the stranger, flying a search pattern further up the valley.

With her d’dec asleep again, she noticed Jisana standing with Tresela near the forest edge. They huddled under a large pine tree, shivering from the cold soaking of the waterfall.

Brodia opened her Arrox skin coat. “Come here, honey,” Brodia called her quivering daughter over to nestle against her body. Jisana did the same, catching little Tresela in a warm body sandwich.

Twenty minutes passed before Tresela pointed toward the sea. Brodia saw the man flying south.

“Mama, who is he?” Tresela asked. Brodia assured her daughter that she didn’t know the man with the green baldric. “I want to meet people I can play with, Mama. Papa tells me about the children he played with when he was young. Can we say hello?”

“But he may be one of the wicked men.” Brodia continued watching the man become a dot before disappearing along the coast. “I won’t put you in danger, honey.”

“But you fight the Arrox. They’re the meanest things alive.”

“They are the worst animals, my love. But people can be much meaner.”

“Please, Mama,” the little girl whined as her voice wavered. She shivered from the cold.

She had to get Tresela back. “Button up; we’ll return to Home Cave to get warm by the fire.”

Brodia flew them up the Roon River, keeping just a foot above the rushing waters. At the Sarn Stream tributary, she swung left to follow it into the Sarn Valley bordering the Green Valley. Here was Home Cave, where they had lived for over five years.

They were out of the ceaseless rain that dominated the Green Valley for ten months of the year. “Quick, before the men return, get undressed and dried with your blankets,” Brodia commanded.

The spray of the falls had even soaked her undergarments. Jisana kept the naked Tresela in front of the group’s perpetual fire near the back of the cave. Meanwhile, Brodia fussed around. She collected the soaked clothes to hang on the other side of the fire.

As she worked, Brodia thought about Tresela activating her d’dec. She could no longer deny that her precious daughter had magical talents at the crazy age of five. What would Preem say? Would he insist they leave the valley to travel like minstrels to evade Harpin? Brodia decided to avoid revealing Tresela’s abilities to her father.

With her mind settled for now, she allowed herself the comfort of letting the fire warm her clammy skin.

When Jisana asked Brodia to describe the strange wizard, she said he was close to Jisana’s age with a bright green baldric, though she didn’t see a sword. “His magic wasn’t as strong as Ibun’s.”

“But they had one wizard when we came here, so they’re getting stronger,” Jisana said, staring at Brodia. “You said they would weaken. It’s why we’ve been waiting.”

“We have become stronger. I can do whatever a grand wizard can; Ibun is close too.”

“But we don’t know what’s happening in Kefnu. We should leave the Green Valley like we promised before Tres was born,” Jisana said as she dried Tresela with a blanket.

Leaving the valley was what Brodia feared the most. Tresela remained safe here while out there, the enemy could find them. “I’m not ready,” she said. “She’s only five.”

“In Otanic, hundreds of girls are Tresela’s age or younger. What about them?” Brodia shook her head, so Jisana tried again. “Tres is smart for her age.”

“Please, Mama. I’m big enough.”

“See what you started?” Brodia chastised the teenager, though she knew Jisana was right. That stranger meant this valley wasn’t the haven she wanted for her daughter.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that we made a promise six years ago.” Jisana paused. “I’ve talked with Haam, and we want to learn what Harpin has done in the last six years.”

“You’d leave?” Brodia asked, surprised that the Four Crowns could split up. The teenager nodded. Brodia thought about losing the kindred spirit she’d watched grow from a small girl into a woman. “We’ll talk about it tonight. But Tresela’s still a baby.”

“I’m not!” Tresela shot back.

“I know, honey. But you are too young still.” Silence fell for a few minutes as they let the fire warm their flesh. “Give me some time,” Brodia said. “We’ll talk more over the evening meal.”

Jisana nodded. “It’s a shame about the shellfish,” she said now that they were warm. “I thought we’d have them beaten for sure this time.”

“Don’t fret. I’ll get the shellfish once my clothes are dry,” Brodia replied.

“I hope they dry quickly because I don’t want Haam or Ibun seeing me like this.”

“You’ve blossomed into a beautiful young woman,” Brodia assured her, happy the conversation was away from talking about leaving the only home Tresela knew.

“I still don’t want them seeing me naked.”

“Why not?” Tresela asked as she poked the fire with a stick, sending embers up to the blackened roof of the cave.

Brodia laughed at her daughter. “Aunt Jisana can explain that one.”

Jisana fake-glared at Brodia. “You’ll understand when you’re older,” the teenager replied to Tresela.

“Ohh, it’s an adult thing.” Tresela sounded disappointed.

“It’s a big girl thing,” Brodia explained. Then, remembering those unusual croaking vibrations, she asked her daughter, “Did you try to contact my wizard’s stone when I lifted you to the cliff’s top?”

“I wanted to tell you I saw the flying man in the valley.”

“Interesting.”


[image: image-placeholder]
three
Missing


Preem sat cross-legged, breathing in the sea’s smell with the cool sea breeze, though it didn’t invigorate him like the sea at Clovermouth, the fishing village of his youth. The rain had stopped in a rare respite, so they’d be fools not to exploit the chance to reconnoiter the shoreline.

The unexpected visit by the green-sashed wizard had stirred them all, making him think about the last year. It shocked him to realize he had taught nothing fresh to Brodia during that time. In truth, he learned more from her now. Ibun was closing in on the triple split, so he’d be a grand wizard too. Were two new grand wizards enough to turn the war against Quon?

The most important thing was his development of the quadruple split. For a year, he perfected its use. He defeated his blindness by using his sixteen d’sur fists to explore every nook around him. For reasons he couldn’t articulate, he held off teaching this ability to Brodia; he considered it his personal magic.

However, he didn’t consider his improved abilities compensated for his lost vision. In the end, he was undeserving of his grand wizard title. Instead, he was the withered wizard he always feared becoming. Still, he wouldn’t leave this valley as something deep in his mind said Tresela was the Defenders of Vosj’s future. As the daughter of two grand wizards, she may develop talents beyond them. It meant his job was ensuring she reached her potential. But the green-sashed wizard threatened to break the monsoon tranquility of his home.

Brodia sat behind him, managing the flying platform with her triple-split d’sur fists through the d’dec that once belonged to the Gray Wizard. She broke away from the normal grand wizard progression by developing the shimmering spearpoint before the triple-split. But she needed an apprentice to designate her as a grand wizard. Tradition required she takes that apprentice to the Valley of the Towers to retrieve a new d’dec, but that valley floor was bare of d’decs now.

In history, few grand wizards lived to see their students develop into a grand wizards. His Zenii, Sarn the Sage, had never mentioned it happening in the past. Does it mean that I’ve outlived my usefulness? he thought. However, he did have one purpose left. I’ll stay a little longer for Tresela.

“How is the sea?” he called over his shoulder.

“Angry. The tide pounds the bottom of the cliff,” she replied. “Do you want to do another scan?”

“Indeed.” He reached into the darkness of their shared d’dec to control one of her splits, forming a narrow d’sur fist to probe ahead of them. Limiting the sweep to twenty leagues, he swung it from the south to the west before ending in the north. The rocks of the cliff blocked any chance of scanning to the east. “Nothing.” For the past week, they watched for the return of the green-sashed wizard. They convinced themselves the enemy wizard was on a routine patrol, though it shook them out of any allusions the Green Valley was unknown to their adversary. “How do you like sharing your name with the green-sash wizard?” he asked.

“I hadn’t given it any thought,” she responded. “I doubt the people of Otanic remember the Green Wizard after six years.” Brodia continued flying high above the coastline. “We are past our valley,” she said at last.

Good, now he began the exploration. Again, controlling one of her fists, he sent it along the valleys facing the coast, penetrating each one to sense its shape. None offered anything more than a limited path into the Western Mountains blocked off by mountains. They sought a better way out of the Green Valley besides the High Pass at its eastern end.

As he searched, the rain began falling again. Gradual at first, it increased intensity in minutes. No doubt this incessant rain kept the Green Valley uninhabited. Beautiful for a dry two summer months, the rest of the year was cold and wet.

“Let’s go home,” he said, adjusting his leather cap to keep the rain off his face. “None of these valleys offer a route through the mountains.”

Brodia raced the platform to the north. In a short time, he felt the surge as she lifted them over the top of Roon’s Cliff. The scaling of this cliff always brought back the grief of losing young Roon. Nothing filled his soul’s hole, but the agony dulled to an ache over the years. He could even smile when he recalled one of Roon’s quirky habits. But that green-sashed wizard brought the acute pain back. Preem didn’t resent it because it would drive him on until he avenged Roon.

The Green Valley was almost inaccessible to ordinary people. They either had to scale the two-thousand-foot cliff they’d named after Apprentice Roon. Or they had to climb over the three-thousand-foot High Pass at its opposite, eastern end. A feat that put them in hard to breathe air.

None of the side valleys they’d explored had yielded a better route through the Barrens. The massive cave at the top of the Sarn Valley led to the dead-end Lake of the Three Valleys. There remained one valley they hadn’t probed, but the others said it looked closed off.

“Soon, we must search Jastur Valley,” he said, referring to this unexplored valley. “It’s our last chance to find an easier way out for Tresela.”

“Yes, Zenii,” she replied. Then, after a few seconds, her tone changed as she asked, “How much longer can we stay in the Green Valley, Fingers?”

As always, using her intimate name for him melted his heart. He had given her question some thought over the past week since that journeyman wizard reconnoitered their home valley. “We should leave during this summer’s dry season.”

“Tresela’s not ready,” Brodia said. “Her lungs are too weak to risk the High Pass.”

“Then we will fly down Roon’s Cliff to walk along the beach.”

“It would expose us on that shore if the green-sash returns.”

Brodia seldom disagreed with her teacher. But he sensed this was a mother disagreeing with the father. “Take us to the riverbank,” he instructed. “It’s time to talk.”

The lifting hand stopped above the river’s embankment so they could sit in the dry. The rain continued to pour down onto the d’sur shield Brodia held over their heads. She was waiting for him, though he sensed her eagerness to say her mind.

“We have a duty to Otanic,” he began after a minute to gather his thoughts. “We promised to fight to free our kingdom from Harpin’s oppression.”

“That was before our daughter’s birth.”

“And we have waited six years to become strong enough to turn the tide against Harpin.” He shouldn’t have a child because wizards only had one lord, but he loved Tresela with all his soul and couldn’t imagine life without her endless energy. She alone accepted his blindness as natural. He loved her for that too. “Why are you reluctant to leave?”

Brodia remained sitting behind him. “A mother understands by intuition what protects her baby. Tresela is headstrong, but she doesn’t know safe from unsafe. We must give her time to discover these as she grows into a normal human. I need to develop too. I need to learn to let her take risks. She is a child of two wizards. How powerful could she be? How important is it she develops into a reasonable person with empathy for others?”

He waited, but when she didn’t say more, he replied, “To have compassion, she must play with other children. To learn safe from unsafe, she must experience meeting strangers.”

“All true, I know. But I’m a mother with a precious daughter.”

“You’re an intelligent mother who can determine the best course. Your heart alone cannot rule your thoughts,” he said. “I’m certain Tresela has a role to play. One day, she’ll sense our magic is causing dizziness, so we can begin her training. I welcome that day with dread.”

Brodia’s arms wrapped around his chest as she whispered. “Soon, Fingers. Much sooner than you guess.”

For the hundredth time, he wished he could see her face. He was sure he’d find some enigmatic expression in her eyes. What did she mean by those words? “We’ll wait for the dry summer before we leave this valley,” he said. “But then I will give it one more year of hiding on the outside before we plan our rebellion. One year for our daughter to discover the world, take school lessons, and play with other children while we discover what happened in our realm over these last six years,” he explained. She nodded her agreement to the compromise. “You can take us to Home Cave now.”

Brodia took him back into the air before picking up speed. He used one of her d’sur fists to sense around him, picking out the individual tops of the pine trees.

“We are approaching Home Cave,” Brodia said. “But I don’t see Ibun or anyone else.”

“They must be keeping Tresela out of the rain.”

After dissolving the lifting hand, Brodia gave him the extendable wand. He reached out to find his little Tresela. The Home Cave was empty, and Brodia confirmed everyone was gone. He formed eight fists to scan the area, reaching into Sarn’s Cave and the Green Valley.

By using one fist to seek another d’dec, Preem found Ibun’s further up the central valley, floating above the Roon River. He sent a triple ripple to summon him. Ibun sent back a double ripple to say he was on his way. Preem sensed Ibun’s lifting hand turn to begin its quarter-league trip back. Soon it followed the Sarn Stream. Preem perceived the bodies on the platform; he only counted three adult-sized bodies.

“Ibun returns with Haam and Jisana. I don’t sense Tresela.” Preem scanned the Roon River but found nothing floating toward the falls. “She’s not in the river again.”

“What has she been up to?” Brodia said. “I swear to the Gods she’s driving me to tears!”

“Let’s wait for them to arrive,” he said, knowing his voice betrayed his concerns.

“Jisana. Where’s my daughter?” Brodia yelled out a minute later as Ibun approached them.

“We can’t find her.”

Once he sensed Ibun dissolve his platform, Preem took command. “Let’s get out of the rain. Then tell us everything.”

Inside the Home Cave’s entrance, Ibun told Preem that they were taking advantage of the lapse in the endless rain to practice outside the cave. Haam was trying to get his sword through Ibun’s defenses while Jisana used her throwing knives to distract him. Ibun said they lost track of Tresela because of the training’s intensity.

“Not again! Fools!” Brodia snapped.

Preem ignored her tirade. “How long?” he asked. Jisana said she went missing recently, but they haven’t found her in the valley yet. They were sure the five-year-old wasn’t hiding in Home Cave. “What about Sarn’s Cave?” Preem asked. Jisana didn’t respond, though he perceived her shake her head. An upset Brodia was pacing beside him. “We’ll split into two groups. Brodia takes the Green Valley while I search Sarn’s Cave.”

“She wouldn’t enter by herself,” Brodia said.

Preem shook his head as a five-year-old who feared nothing could enter that black maze. “I’ll take Jisana. You’ll take the eyes of Haam and Ibun with you.”

“Yes, Zenii,” Brodia said. “I’ll start from the Roon Falls. I can find her through my d’dec, even if she’s hiding from everyone else.”

Her comment surprised him, so he asked her what she meant. But she evaded his question by changing the subject to telling Jisana she should know better than leaving a five-year-old unattended after what happened before.

Now wasn’t the time to delve into whatever Brodia hid, so Preem told everyone, “Let’s move. Whoever finds her lets the other group know. May the Gods guide our search.”
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four
Ladies in Pink


Queen Foliana sat in the carriage with her clueless husband, Crown Prince Katan of Harpin. He sat in the opposite corner, waving to the few people on Kefnu’s cobbled streets. He seemed unaware of the sullen stares he got in reply. The Queen wore her pale orange dress with red embroidery, barely glancing out the window on her left. From behind the carriage, she heard the clop of their mounted escort.

When Sir Riman told her about the seven women, she felt outraged, swearing revenge on Harpin. This trip was retribution as she wanted Katan to see what his kingdom did. But the carriage ride also gave her time to reflect on herself. She wasn’t blameless, so this market visit was her punishment too.

Four years ago, she stopped fighting against Harpin’s insidious encroachment on her power. Her son had begun toddling, and her motherly protection took an unexpected turn. Little Prince Ricard was Otanic’s future, so she stepped with care to ensure he had a kingdom to inherit. As a result, she had closeted herself in the South Tower until they rebuilt the Palace. Now she stayed in the recently finished Palace, running her Royal Court daily while letting the Harpin-appointed ministers run her realm. This morning, she would see the results of abandoning her citizens.

When the carriage passed the edge of Frankun market, she saw them. The sight was worse than her imagination. Katan looked through the opposite window, unaware of the pink women lined up in the marketplace.

“Stop the carriage,” she called out through the window. As the carriage stopped, Katan asked what was amiss. “The view is unusual from this side,” she replied, doing nothing to hide the sarcastic tone of her words.

“Of course, dear.” He glanced out the indicated side before gasping. Katan slid across the seat to gaze at the sight of seven women hanged from the gallows erected in the center of the market. “What is this?”

“These are our citizens. Your son’s people should be your people.” She continued to stare at the macabre display of heartless brutality. All seven wore pink dresses. Near the middle, one was a little girl, her small head twisted at a vicious angle by the hangman’s noose. “Is this by your order, husband?” She already knew the answer but put him on the defensive anyway.

“No, my love,”

“Does Harpin treat its women thus? Pick a color before hanging all that wear it that day?”

“Of course not.” He looked again at the bodies. “These women wear the clothes of ...” He stopped as if the next word strangled him.

“Harlots, my prince? Do you mean to say harlots?” she asked. He could only nod. “And that child? When we were her age, we played games, thinking the world was full of heroes,” she said, as her eyes watered with tears. “We wonder when she realized her gallant world was about to execute her. Her only crime was letting her mother dress her in her favorite pink skirt yesterday.”

The captain of her mounted escort appeared by her window, dressed in the light blue of the Harpinian army. He glanced at the seven women swaying in the morning breeze. Then he turned to face her. She saw the telltale disgust in his eyes. “Your Highness, it isn’t suitable to dally.”

“We ask that your men cut down these women’s bodies now, Captain. Then arrange for them to have a proper burial.”

The captain betrayed his loyalty by glancing at the Crown Prince, who continued to stare at the sight of the women penduluming in the light wind.

“If you look at our husband again, we will have you removed from your post, Captain. We have given you your orders.”

“Yes, your grace.” The officer issued curt instructions, sending two soldiers from the mounted escort to cut each woman down. “They are murderers, your grace,” the Captain said as the last woman was removed.

“Do such people wear pink dresses? Is that a suitable disguise?” she asked. The officer could only shake his head.

The sight of that girl was far sadder than any description could be. Once the two troopers returned from their task, she told the captain they could return to the Palace.

As the carriage lurched forward again, she leaned back in the carriage’s padded seat. Katan sat opposite, staring down to avoid her eyes.

“What do you plan to do about this outrage, my husband?” she asked. Katan shook his head, lost for words. “These are my people,” she continued, speaking plainly to emphasize her point. “They are your’s too, so what is your plan for your people? That girl looked no older than ten.”

“They must have done something wrong. Why else –”

“I know you do not believe that,” she snapped. “Do not play me for a fool.”

They rode in silence, with only the horses’ clop and the carriage’s rattle. She waited for his next words. As they climbed the hill to the Keep, he promised to send his father, King Tarik, a letter requesting something be done.

“Not satisfactory. I want the Minister of Justice replaced today.”

Prince Katan looked up, his face angry. “I will write a letter. I don’t care about a few commoner women.”

Foliana always believed her husband was weak; now, she was certain. In that second, she decided she had no more use for the fool. “Then we suggest you deliver your report in person, your grace,” she said, sliding back into her royal speech. “Do not visit us tonight, as you will not be welcome.” The prince went to move to console her, but she told him to stay seated where he was.

She had done it. From today, she would live like a widow.

Queen Foliana closed her eyes, not to erase the image but to reflect on her part in this outrage. Her citizens needed her, but now she saw how much she’d neglected them. Throughout the drive to the Royal Palace, she thought about the little girl’s mother. She could imagine her feelings if they hanged Prince Ricard. She opened her eyes to glance at the Crown Prince once more. He stared out the carriage window as they passed by the people. He didn’t wave anymore.
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Back at the Palace, Queen Foliana ordered a cabinet meeting with her seven privy council members. She waited in the antechamber until Sir Riman, her gentleman-in-waiting, told her the council was in the room, ready for her. The heat of her anger had gone, leaving her calm enough to deal with the minister responsible. Sweeping into the room, she ignored the council members as they bowed.

Once seated in her high-backed, uncomfortable chair, she placed her hands on the dark table, watching the ministers take their seats. Today would change her relationship with the Harpin oppressors, and she knew it could lead to war.

“My lords,” Foliana began, keeping her voice even. “We were riding through the city this morning when we came upon a most unpleasant sight. They hanged seven women in the market. Each had one thing in common: they wore pink dresses. We are not aware of any edicts banning the wearing of this color. Chancellor Wullun, what can you tell me of this?”

Wullun sat closest to her on her right. He was one of the two ministers on her council loyal to Otanic. “I heard they were suspected of murdering Jaal. The brown-sash from the Academy of Wizards, your grace.”

“A most regrettable incident,” she responded. “But one that happened two days ago. Yet we have found all seven women who murdered him. That is most impressive, Minister Faapin.” The Queen turned her attention to the Minister of Justice sitting to her left. “Did they confess to their crimes so fast? One of them was ten years old. Did she profess to the murder?”

“These women are all suspected of being involved, your grace,” the Justice Minister responded. “I must get the details on any girls.”

“Are you telling us you have no specifics on them or how many you hanged?”

“Twenty-five were hanged, ma’am.”

“So, twenty-five women, including a young girl, lined up to kill wizard Jaal? How did he die?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“He was stabbed through his ear,” Chief Justice Faapin responded.

When she asked how many times, the minister admitted to one knife thrust. By now, Faapin was shifting in his chair. Foliana pressed on. “We heard it was a whore. How many ten-year-old whores do you know, minister?”

“There are beggar girls, your grace.”

“You know some pre-teen beggar girls? Is that what you prefer?”

“No, your grace.” Minister Faapin squirmed some more. “But I see them in our courts.”

“Beggars wear beggar clothes. This little girl wore a pretty skirt. Even we recognize these women could not all be guilty of murder,” Foliana said.

“One confessed to selling the pink dress to the murderer?”

“Then you know the murderer,” Foliana said, surprised by news she hadn’t heard. The minister nodded his agreement. “And is this murderer hanged for her crimes? Is she one of the twenty-five, my lord?”

“We still search for her.”

“This woman you seek, is she ten?” she asked. Again, the minister limited himself to a nervous shake of his head. “So why was a young girl in a pink skirt hanged in the market? It would seem that if that little girl’s mother had dressed her in blue that morning, she could still play with her friends today.” Foliana fought to keep her outrage under control. “We realize now that these hangings were in retribution, minister.”

“Jaal was a member of the Academy, your grace. It was a most egregious crime,” the minister said.

“Jaal was a young man, Chief Justice, and his taste in females led to his death. Although the woman who did this deserves the full weight of our laws, we will not allow revenge killings of innocent people. The only egregious crime here is the murder of twenty-five women whose mistake was to wear pink yesterday.”

The minister’s expression changed to anger. She had wounded the minister on behalf of those poor souls hanged in vengeance, but she wanted to send a message Harpin couldn’t fail to see.

“We find ourselves no longer trusting that our Justice Minister has an impartial view of our people,” she intoned. “The former minister is to return to his estates in Harpin forthwith. We further suggest that he accompany the Crown Prince, who is also returning.”

The silence lasted a few seconds before Minister Faapin stood to attack her. The Chancellor and Chamberlain moved to protect her, while the Agriculture Minister also pulled the Chief Justice back.

Thwarted in whatever he planned to do, the Justice Minister said, “King Tarik grants my ministership; a woman won’t remove me.”

The queen signaled for everyone to sit down, letting the slow settling give her time to think. When the chamber was silent, she spoke. “Minister Faapin, may we remind you we have the power of the attainder. If you do not return willingly, we will sign an attainder for your body,” she paused as Faapin’s face turned red. But after killing twenty-five innocent women, she would not allow him any comfort. “If we find you in our city tomorrow morning, we will dress you in pink and hang you in Frankun Market.”

Minister Faapin could do nothing, so he left with the chamberlain, who had a member of the Queen’s Guard escort the minister to his office. Once the minister exited, Queen Foliana took deep breaths before saying, “There will be no more executions in our city without our written agreement on the punishment.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Not one, my lords.” Queen Foliana stood, resting her hands, palm down, on the table. The ministers all stood. “We will remove any minister who authorizes such an execution or whose department carries out such an execution.” She swept out of the room.
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Two hands later, Foliana waited for the chamber clock to reach three o’clock. With several minutes to go, she sat on the padded chair in her pink dress with red and yellow trim. Sir Riman stood beside her. Although they were alone, they whispered as he answered her question about which noble he recommended as a new Justice Minister.

“There’s a well-respected commoner judge,” he said. “I do not doubt his loyalty or commitment to what is fair.”

Foliana gazed at the friend she trusted over the years. “Not a nobleman?” she said, surprised by the departure from the expected. But then, everything was different now. “What is his name?”

“Judge Stonuk, ma’am. He has presided over several important cases since the Great Treachery. I overhear talk of him being even-handed in applying the law.”

“Thank you, sir Riman. We will think on this. Replacing the Justice Minister will tip the council in our favor. Though we still would prefer having you on the council.”

“You do me immense honor, ma’am. But I work best in the shadows,” Riman said, lowering his voice. “We need a spy network, so I will work on establishing one.”

“They cannot know it is us, Sir Riman.”

“I will plan with extreme care, your grace. I’ll have something in a fortnight.”

“We would appreciate finding this woman who killed the despised Jaal,” she said. “We pray she lives still because our people need a hero.”

As Foliana waited for the clock, she reflected on her husband. At first, she had been careful, especially after her first son, Prince Ricard, was born. To her eternal regret, she stood by during the Night of Magic Spearpoints when Harpin killed Otanic’s military leadership. But now she realized that the Crown Prince was not intelligent, so she could easily manipulate him. She hoped Ricard got his brains from his grandfathers.

“One minute, your grace.” Sir Riman’s warning brought her back, and she stood by the doors into the throne room.

She had instructed all the ministers to wait for her in the throne room. The clock chimed three times, the doors opened, and she swayed with grace into the throne room, leaving Sir Riman in the antechamber.

Down the line, she walked in her pink dress, passing meaningless comments to the various noblemen there. Over time, she learned to say something without saying anything. Once she sat on the throne, the chamberlain pounded the court into session.

She made her announcement. “Citizens of Otanic. Yesterday, Minister Faapin hanged twenty-five women for no crime but wearing a pink dress. Today, we asked Chief Justice Faapin to return to his lands in Harpin.” She paused as the murmurs swirled around the court. Should she tell them about Prince Katan? But she decided against it. She held up her hand for silence. “We will not tolerate killing our civilians any longer. Should Harpin decide to hang any more of our people, we suggest ... no, we demand, they start with the Queen of Otanic, who will wear pink from this day forth!”

The spontaneous cheer she received for her words surprised Foliana. No more would she allow Harpin to trample upon her people. Now, she would wait on the first kingdom’s response. Would it be appeasement or confrontation? For the thousandth time, she wished for the return of the wizards. However, they must be long dead, perhaps lost at sea with no trace of their passing.
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five
Lost


Preem prepared to search for his missing daughter in Sarn’s Cave. But first, he sensed Brodia using her d’dec to fly hard out into the Green Valley to seek Tresela. He hoped she wouldn’t rush. Slow and careful would ensure they didn’t accidentally pass over their little daughter. But what did she mean about finding Tresela with her d’dec? Has she taught herself how to perceive things she couldn’t see?

Preem turned his attention to finding his vibrant daughter. He formed his lifting hand using the four-way split he first accomplished a year ago. He needed them all to explore the branches in the warren that was Sarn’s Cave. “C’mon, Jisana, climb up so we can start.”

As Jisana sat before him, he made his way up the valley as it steepened. “First, we’ll check the valley sides. Keep a lookout.” He perceived the cave’s entrance but continued toward the solid wall that marked the top end of the narrow valley. He crawled, lifting his platform up the valley sides. Tresela grew up in this mountainous region, where she honed her climbing skills from the day she could walk. She was half mountain goat. But Jisana couldn’t find his daughter anywhere on these steep rocky slopes, so he returned to Sarn’s Cave.

He eased into this fantastic cave complex, where his blindness was advantageous. He used his d’sur fists to ‘feel’ the walls, rocks, and spikes that dominated the cave. Flying deeper, he sensed behind every rock.

In his mind, he had his image of the cave, which he followed around the bend. “Can you still see?” he asked Jisana.

“No, it’s too black now.”

Preem moved along the cave’s primary passageway, keeping halfway between the ceiling and the floor while easing past sharp protrusions. In places, the gaps were barely enough to slip through. He imagined how scared Tresela would be alone in this blackness.

That he loved his daughter was never in doubt. But she stirred a different love he’d never felt before. He would do anything to save her if she were in mortal danger. But, unlike Brodia, he wouldn’t wrap her in a bale of hay to keep her safe. She needed to experience the world’s countless dangers to reach her potential. He just prayed that he could protect her if that time came when she faced death.

At the first major split, he hovered. The righthand branch led to the lake guarding the entrance to the Valley of Towers. The narrow lefthand route only went a hundred feet with some side tunnels. He sent six fists along this left burrow, sensing around every rock, reaching down each side shaft. Nothing.

“She’s not in the left branch. I’ll move to the next split.”

Jisana made no reply, though he heard her easy breathing. Preem liked the girl who’d grown into a woman with them. She was braver than most of the others realized; nothing fazed her. Even this utter blackness didn’t cause her steady breathing to change. Once, he’d told her she’d be a leader of men, and nothing in six years changed his mind.

He eased along the passage, edging around spikes that reached from the ground or the roof. Sensing the next split in the tunnel, he stopped again. The lefthand tunnel led to the lake. The middle branch was short, so he verified its emptiness in a minute. The right-hand one was deeper. He sent eight fists into this tunnel to begin the slow, deliberate task of checking every rock or side chamber.

Then his d’dec rippled with fast-changing frequencies. He stopped searching the righthand branch to concentrate on the ripples coming from the left. The ripples gave him a sense of his daughter’s mind.

“Tresela!” he called out, facing the left tunnel. “Are you hurt, honey?”

“No, Papa,” came the soft, echoing voice. “But I can’t see.”

“Stay there until I find you.”

His d’sur fist found her soft body in under a minute, sitting in the middle of the tunnel. Tenderly, he lifted her before bringing her back, avoiding all the rocks or spikes along the way.

“She is here,” he told Jisana, who spread her arms though she couldn’t see anything.

With his daughter in Jisana’s arms, Preem turned the lifting hand around to begin the slow return journey. He couldn’t signal to Brodia until they were out of this cave.

“What happened?” he asked his daughter.

“I wanted to see the cave, but it’s too dark. Do you still love me?”

“With all my heart.”

“Did you hear me?” Tresela asked. “When I talked through your stone?”

“That was you? You can reach into my d’dec?” He asked, grappling with this casual admission from his daughter. “Can you see the waves from my d’dec?”

“Yes.” Her ‘so what’ tone made him smile despite the shock of her revelation.

“When you talked through my d’dec, what did you say?”

“I’m here,” Tresela replied before confessing, “I talk to Mama all the time through her stone.”

“Indeed. And does mummy talk to you?” Tresela gave enthusiastic nods. “I see. You’ll have to show Daddy this trick.” And I will speak with Brodia about keeping secrets from her Zenii.

“Can you teach me to see in the dark?” she asked.

“I will, honey. But you must promise to listen to Papa. For these lessons are sacred.” He paused before he knew what words he first wanted to learn. “How do you say, ‘I love you’?” He received three ripples through his d’dec; they had a similar cadence to the spoken words. He sent the same warbles back, or at least as close as possible.

“Papa, you just said, ‘I have two’,” Tresela said, laughing. Even Jisana laughed. The idea wasn’t complicated, though he would need time to grasp it.

“I meant, I have two of the most beautiful women in my life,” he said, laughing with them. “Tomorrow, I will teach you how to see in the dark.”

Soon they were out of Sarn’s Cave, so he sent a triple ripple to Brodia’s d’dec. Then he detected Tresela sending a complex brief ripple as well. He felt abandoned by the mother-daughter bond of the two women he loved.

The past week had been a rebirth as the members of the Four Crowns grew stronger. Brodia was a grand wizard in all but name, while Ibun was a powerful journeyman wizard. But there existed an enigma he didn’t understand. Little Tresela could become history’s most powerful wizard. His greatest accomplishment would be bringing her into the world’s harsh realities so she held compassion for people.

First, they should move where the Otanic people lived to find out if Count Quon was stronger? And what was Foliana doing? He hadn’t given her much thought in six years. She would be twenty-five or twenty-six by now. How had these last six years as Queen of Otanic changed her? Was she still headstrong like when she was twelve years old?
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six
The Academy of Wizards


After a month’s absence, Quon sat in his imposing library in the Academy’s headquarters, studying the latest report on the students. The yellow-sash student Ween patrolled the southern regions of Otanic, searching for any who reacted to magic. For a new yellow-sash, the task was a rite of passage. So far, he’d found one thirteen-year-old boy in Chasham. Ween followed the Academy’s protocols by purchasing the boy before executing him.

The report included news of a fourteen-year-old boy, Amiil, found in a Harpin village who could feel the magic. That made eleven students in total after the murder of Jaal last week. His decision to establish the Academy of Wizards had been one of his better ideas.

Erected in the corner of his expansive Broditch estates, the Academy would be his legacy long after he was gone. His mausoleum would occupy the top of the steps into the Academy Hall, so future wizards would have to pass it as they entered the Hall. The image of his place in Vosj’s history compensated for how people continued to treat him today. The Harpin nobility feared him, but his spies told him that these nobles treated him with scorn behind his back. Even the commoners made bawdy songs about the Crippled Count.

Quon’s plans revolved around the young Crown Prince Ricard, the first son of Crown Prince Katan and Queen Foliana. The four-year-old was second in line to Harpin’s throne and first to Otanic. Someday, he would unify the two combative realms. Quon intended to raise the prince as his own so he would one day become the undisputed power behind the throne. Once he controlled the boy, he would eliminate the three people blocking Prince Ricard’s path to becoming King Ricard the Third.

Thoughts of future success brought memories of past disasters, especially the calamity of his first apprentice. After six years, his hatred of the traitorous Lihan wasn’t easy to put aside. The craven ran away instead of killing the old, unprotected king of Jongiloc. Even worse, he took a d’dec with him, leaving Harpin possessing six of the known eight d’decs. Quon’s trip to the Valley of Towers found no more d’decs, which meant that those two missing d’decs would always pose a risk for Harpin’s wizards.

For two years after Lihan’s cowardice, Quon searched diligently for the traitor. His inquiries in Jongiloc had revealed few clues other than he never arrived. The king’s guards defeated the other men in a pitched fight outside the king’s quarters. Now, his hatred for cowardly Lihan still smoldered, but most days, it lingered as a dull ache he couldn’t shake off. Never again would he teach a student how to conceal their d’decs.

The technique to cloak a d’dec remained diagrammed in his red journals that occupied the top shelf of the floor-to-high-ceiling bookcase along the wall. No ladders existed anywhere in the Academy. Only those students capable of flight could reach above the fourth shelf. Even the lock into the library required a magical split fist to operate. These were part of the natural security. But those red accounts had additional locks that only a blue-sash grand wizard could release.

Glancing at the report again, Quon estimated Amiil was ready for the test after a fortnight of preparation. A second red-sash would be good. Quon created a simple triple-split to float himself out of the library that included a detailed map of Harpin, Otanic, and Jongiloc.

At the door with the green stripe, he entered unannounced. The Academy’s patron didn’t need to knock or herald his presence anywhere in the Academy.

“Morning, Criv,” he said to the twenty-year-old behind the solid wooden desk. The green-sash stood to bow, bidding his Zenii hello. Quon sat on a chair he magic’d to his apprentice’s desk. “I’ve read your report,” Quon continued. “Amiil should be ready for the test.”

“Yes. He awaits your final approval,” Criv said. The young man was tall with short black hair. He wore his bright green sash over his blue doublet. “He’s eager for the test, though he has no clue what it is.”

“Good. You will test him tomorrow. What about this girl in your report?”

“Sosin found a fifteen-year-old in Roundstone who felt his magic,” Criv said. Quon waved his hand for Criv to continue. “He followed the rules, Zenii. He paid the father five crowns for a marriage contract before taking her on the road with him.”

Quon detected Criv’s unease. “What aren’t you telling me, Wizard Criv?”

“Since Roundstone is nearby, Sosin brought the girl here.” Criv paused. “She’s been here for two days.”

“Disappointing.” Since encountering Otanic’s Green Wizard, he loathed female magicians, having them eliminated on sight. “I’ll talk with Sosin before he leaves to replace Jaal in Kefnu. As for the woman, I may have a use for her.”

“As you wish, Zenii.”

“Take a walk with me, Criv. I want to feel the summer air in my lungs.”

Outside, the sun shone from a cloudless sky as Quon floated upright, letting his paralyzed legs dangle a few inches above the ground. Two young yellow-sashes faced each other. One created d’sur fists to throw at the other, who blocked them with a crude shield. Quon recognized each of the d’decs. The yellow-sash with the fair hair used the d’dec Quon captured from the bitch six years ago. It took a year to defeat the contamination she placed on the d’dec. Much longer than it took him to break the one-armed runt’s d’dec corruption. That one was with Jaal when a whore stole it after killing him.

Otanic’s Grand Wizard Preem also contaminated his large d’dec. Despite repeated efforts, Quon failed to overcome it, though he hadn’t tried for the last three years. It represented a point of frustration for him. He longed to feel the power that such a large d’dec held.

Meanwhile, Preem’s battered seven-foot mastyon hung as a trophy on the wall of his library above the Green Wizard’s beret.

The two yellow-sashes used the only available d’decs at the academy. When Sosin goes to Kefnu, he would take one of them, eliminating the chance for these combat drills until they recovered Jaal’s d’dec.

“I have tracked Jaal’s d’dec as it moves across Otanic to the west,” Quon began as the students practiced. “It will soon be time for you to retrieve it. I wait for the holder to stop moving; then, they may be with the rebel leaders.”

“Your orders, Zenii?”

“First, I need you to take Sosin to Kefnu. When you pay my respects to Queen Foliana, I’ll have a message I want you to relay in person,” Quon instructed. “Then you can leave Kefnu to retrieve Jaal’s wand, making an example of all the rebels you find. No trial. I want them burned alive.”

“Yes, Zenii. I still find it hard to accept a whore killed Jaal.”

“Whore or not. The reports said she was sick in magic’s presence.”

“Yes, Zenii. She is a nuisance we must eliminate.”

“They are an abomination. If you discover the girl responsible, I want you to make her death slow, painful, and public.” Quon paused, remembering the other mystery from the days following his destruction of the old Kefnu Palace when he couldn’t find the Runt’s little sister. “However, if the whore is seventeen with fair hair, bring her here, as I will have something special for her.”

“As you command, Zenii,” Criv replied with a dip of his head. After another minute of watching the yellow-sashes practice, he asked, “May I send a patrol into the western valley beyond the high pass?”

“You worry about that anomaly from a month ago?”

“I wonder if Lihan hides there. It’s a remote area that needs exploring on foot.”

“If Lihan is indeed there, he would kill the patrol.”

“Yes. But we’ll know he is there if the soldiers don’t return.”

“Send the patrol then. With my blessing.”

“Thank you, Zenii.”
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Quon sat facing the pretty girl sitting on the bed’s edge. She wore a simple green dress with darker green trim. Her brown curly hair reached her shoulders. He could see why Sosin found the young Harpin woman attractive. However, Quon lost his physical attraction to women decades ago when Sarn the Sage severed his spine. She said her name was Kirini, but he didn’t care. All he saw was a sixteen-year-old abomination in a green dress.

“Do you know where you are?”

“My husband mentioned this is the Academy of Wizards,” Kirini replied. “After Sosin paid the marriage contract, he said he would show me magic, my lord.”

“Did he?” Quon asked. Sosin’s actions were worse than he expected. “Do you believe you can do magic?” Kirini shrugged in response. So, he fired a d’sur fist past her head, frowning as she pitched over, gagging at the dizziness it created. Pretty or not, she was an abomination. Krini sat back up, her face pale.

“That’s a pretty dress,” he noted as if nothing had happened.

“Sosin bought it for me as my wedding gift,” she replied. Quon could smell her fear as she pushed her hands into her lap. He asked her how long ago she married Sosin. “A week, my lord.”

“Long enough to love him. Long enough to have consummated the marriage?”

“Of course, sir,” she replied. “When can I see him, my lord?”

“I will take you to him now.”

Quon floated himself out of the room, ignoring the discomfort his magic imposed on the young woman who followed behind him. Outside on the grass before the Academy’s hall, Wizard Criv had lined up the students as per Quon’s instructions. Criv stood at one end, holding a torch. Sosin, the only brown-sash at the Academy today, stood beside him. The sashless Amiil stood at the other end as the most junior student. In front of the group, Criv had laid a one-foot-high pile of dry wood.

Quon floated beside the wood, beckoning Krini to step onto the pyre.

“I don’t understand,” she whined, pleading to her husband, who had a sickening expression.

“We’re going to burn you, my dear,” he replied. “Step up before I force you.” She shook her head. He breathed into her ear, “If you step up, I’ll make it painless. Otherwise, I’ll let the flames do their slow work.” Krini shook her head again.

“Very well, lass, I warned you.” He wrapped her in a d’sur cocoon, locking her arms at her sides. Her startled cry was muffled as she vomited because of the close magic. Lifting her onto the pyre, Quon held her so her feet were inches above the wood. “Wizard Criv, if you please.”

Criv stepped forward to set the pyre on fire. As the flames first took hold, Krini began crying. Sosin pushed forward to rescue her, but Quon sent a d’sur fist to knock him down hard. Then, with another cocoon, he lifted Sosin, forcing him to witness his wife’s life burned from her.

When the heat reached her bare feet, Krini cried out. Then her green dress caught fire, changing her cries to screams. The flames burned away her clothes and her hair. Quon studied the students as her high-pitched screams unnerved them. He did nothing to stop her shrieks or speed her death. After all, he’d given her a chance to end this without pain.

For a minute, her shrieks echoed off the Academy dormitory buildings. Her voice was becoming raspy, but her agony only increased. At last, the Gods took mercy on the girl as she fainted. The wails ended. Soon, her naked body blackened like roasted chicken.

“You will execute all females showing an ability to sense our magic,” Quon announced. The students continued watching the flames that now hid her black body. “You may kill them with a spearpoint, but if you bring them here or show mercy, I will ensure their death is long and painful.”

Criv dismissed the students while Quon continued to hold Sosin. Quon blocked the flames in front so Sosin could see his wife’s body as her skin peeled away. “Don’t break my rules again. Otherwise, you’ll be in the same place as this young girl.” He dropped Sosin to the ground. After picking himself up, he slumped off. This was a warning to the younger students.

As Criv turned to leave, Quon asked him to stay. He lowered the girl’s dead body to lay it across the burning pyre. With luck, it would burn to ashes.

Then he addressed Criv. “When you and Sosin take one stone each, the Academy shouldn’t search for new novices. I rely on you to locate the pink assassin with the stolen d’dec. Don’t let me down.” Criv nodded his understanding. “And watch over Sosin. Find some time to talk to him. This episode was unacceptable in an Academy student.” Criv nodded again. Quon saw that the demonstration had shaken his first apprentice. He expected as much, as he intended this demonstration to teach him too. “Come with me to the library; there are other matters I wish to discuss with you before you leave.”

Quon drifted back through the high stone columns of the Academy Hall. To one side of the main building, two yellow structures stood; the dormitories of the students, including Criv’s quarters. It provided room for thirty students.

He’d used his riches to build the complex, so he looked upon the large stone hall with pride. Criv strolled beside him. After three peaceful years, the rebels gathered again, though his gut warned him that something else endangered Harpin. Could it be that Lihan was about to make his presence known?

The cowardly assassination of Jaal had all the characteristics of Lihan’s methods. A stealth attack, nothing direct. If they found the right whore it could lead him to Lihan, who may be watching, so going after the assassin himself would give away too much. It fell to Criv to find her and flush Lihan out so Quon could kill the deserter.
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On the Narbend Road


Seventeen-year-old Azaly waited by the small campfire west of Twin Rocks. She held Jaal’s wand in the drifting smoke to see the air ripples that expanded out from its tip. Controlling these waves was essential to the magic, but how remained a mystery. Hooking her blond curly hair behind her ears, she studied the ripples that pulsed in a perfect sphere. The wooden wand gave no clue why these waves came from its end.

This was the third day her fellow rebel, Kaan, visited the village to check if the other rebels, led by Floman, had arrived from Kefnu. With the wagon, it took a week to reach Twin Rocks halfway to the Western Mountains. The others walked, so they would be days behind.

She had been a city girl all her life, raised in Kefnu with a loving family, until Harpin stormed in to take her freedom along with what remained of her family. After they murdered her parents, she survived on the streets. Then, a fortnight ago, her fragile world broke again when she met two apprentices from the Academy of Wizards.

The yellow-sash, Nilom, she could not understand. Did he help me? Azaly remained unsure of what he did. All she knew was he warned her to hide instead of arresting her. The other apprentice, Jaal, was a foul brown-sash determined to kill her because she felt his magic.

Kaan helped by introducing her to a small band of rebels. But they wanted her to prove herself by stealing the yellow-sash’s wand. She was relieved when she found Nilom wasn’t carrying his wand. So, instead, she went after Jaal to get the wand the two wizards shared. Dressed like a whore in a pink dress, she killed Jaal before taking his wand and sash. It was hard to believe she had pushed her spike-like knife deep into his ear. Two days later, when she discovered several women in pink swinging from the gallows, she threw up in the gutter. She was ready to surrender to stop any more killing. But after showing them Jaal’s brown sash, the rebels smuggled her out of the city.

Azaly moved the stick from side to side, watching the barely discernable ripples create patterns in the smoke. She’d killed Jaal, so the wand belonged to her. One day, she’d be a wizard like her hero, the Green Wizard. Until then, she knew that if Harpin caught her with this wand, they would execute her or worse. With only street-fighting skills, she didn’t consider herself a rebel. But this simple wand meant she could learn magic, which was why these insurgents wanted her.

The week’s ride in the wagon allowed Azaly to share her life story with Kaan. At nighttime, they shared a blanket. She didn’t love Kaan, but it seemed natural to sleep with him, given she could die any day.

Kaan didn’t think through his decisions, being more interested in his needs. He wanted to stay in the tavern in Twin Rocks, but she insisted on sleeping outside the village, away from prying eyes. She guessed he preferred the comfort of a bed for their nights together. But years on the streets of Kefnu hardened her to sleeping on the ground.

On the road west, she discovered Kaan had been a fifteen-year-old carpenter’s apprentice when the Palace collapsed, killing the royal family and the three wizards. When the new queen rebuilt the Palace, she paid the artisans well. So, he avoided many hardships that befell the citizens of Otanic during those years. He claimed his experiences seeing how the Harpinian soldiers treated the other citizens of Otanic turned him into a rebel.

As Azaly played with her wand, she heard people walking along the Narbend Road thirty paces away. She scampered around the fire to peer through the bottom of the bushes. Four men left the road to follow the farm track toward her hiding place. All she saw were their boots. Backing around the bush, she glimpsed the leading man.

She relaxed as tall Kaan led the group, with his long brown hat reaching across his shoulder, accentuating his pale complexion. Beside him was the man she’d met in the city, Floman. His thinning hair meant he was much older than Kaan and shorter too. She didn’t know the others. One stranger rested his left hand on the bottom of a bow strapped across his back. The other had no visible weapons.

She pushed the wand into her belt before sitting opposite the drifting smoke. Kaan came in first, followed by Floman with the others behind him. She welcomed them.

Kaan made a point of kissing her, something he rarely did when he returned. She guessed he was warning the others. Though she didn’t mind the kiss, she would make it clear to him that she wasn’t anyone’s property.

She clasped Floman’s arm. “Welcome; it’s good to see you again.” She enjoyed speaking like regular folk after three years of using street language to avoid other beggars picking on her.

“Azaly,” he replied, looking at the wand, “you should keep that hidden.”

“I do when we’re on the road. But I must learn how to use it when I’m alone.” He nodded his understanding, so she turned to the strangers. “Welcome, good sirs.”

“My name’s Todin,” the one with the bow said. “I’ve heard a lot about you, miss.”

“The name’s Lim, miss,” the other said. He was medium-sized with heavy dark eyebrows that matched his hair.

Azaly sat back on the ground. Kaan sat beside her so their knees touched. Another warning signal?

Floman asked Lim to watch the roadway as he settled by the fire. Azaly was anxious to leave Twin Rocks but felt she was too junior to make a suggestion. After a few minutes, Lim returned to warn that a few mounted Harpin soldiers were coming along the road from the west.

“Let’s get away from here,” Kaan said.

“Wait!” Floman hissed. “They’ll notice the smoke. Toss dirt on the fire and hold a blanket to stop the smoke.”

Kaan grabbed his roll before moving into the trees. Meanwhile, Todin tossed handfuls of soil on the campfire; Azaly helped him. She unrolled her blanket to stretch it over the smoking wood with help from Todin. As she held her breath, the clop and rattle of the trotting cavalry came from the road. Soon, the sound moved away. When she glanced across her blanket at Todin holding the other side, he gave her a wink. She smiled back.

“They’ve gone by,” Lim announced a minute later.

Kaan returned as Azaly released the smoke. She rolled her blanket, which would smell of smoke for a few days.

“We should go,” Floman declared, glaring at the sheepish-looking Kaan. “There are five more hands of daylight we can use to reach the forests beyond Twin Rocks.”
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Another three days of walking through the forest on Narbend Road brought Azaly’s group to a wooden bridge over a slow-flowing river. Though the sun wouldn’t set for another hand, Floman halted today’s march. Each of the last two nights, she rejected Kaan’s advances, telling him she was uncomfortable doing that with the others nearby. Kaan pouted, but she didn’t give in to his urges, welcoming the respite.

Floman asserted it would take another two days to pass through this forest. He had been a cavalry soldier and carried his rapier wrapped in his blanket. He used a smooth, flat stone to perfect its edge each night. Todin made no claims of army life, though he’d grown up by the eastern forest’s edge. As a boy, he learned to hunt for deer with a bow. Each night, he checked the fletching on his arrows, telling her that arrows were expensive to make. Lim came from a merchant ship. He claimed proficiency with the large knife she saw him sharpening each night.

Kaan was the odd rebel with little fighting experience, though he claimed he was good at spying. After a day amongst the trees, Azaly found Kaan’s conversation boring, so she preferred talking to Todin or Lim. Floman was handsy, so she avoided walking too close to him.

They camped five minutes upriver from the bridge. They had to clear the forest floor of the crackly dried beech leaves that littered the uneven ground. Once the fire blazed, the rebels sat in clean air while she sat leaning against a massive beech tree on the smoky side. After pulling her wand from her rolled blanket, she studied the ghost-like waves in the smoke. Once more, she felt frustrated, not knowing how to control them. It involves my mind, but how?

“Hey, lass,” Floman called out from the other side of the fire. “Why don’t you join us? You can sit by me. I like little girls, even when dressed in pants.”

“I’m fine,” she replied, though she’d rather tell the old man where to put his clumsy hands.

“If you don’t want Kaan’s cock, mine’s ready,” Floman continued. Lim laughed, but Todin looked upset. Kaan seemed to shrink into himself. She didn’t respond, as Floman took encouragement from anything she said. After a couple of more jibs from Floman, the men ignored her. Soon, Azaly could study the waves while the four men talked in hushed tones. The rasping sound of Floman working on his sword gave a more peaceful air to the campsite.

As she strained to change the waves, distant rustling behind her captured her attention. Someone crept through the trees. The men heard it too, though they continued keeping up a conversation. Meanwhile, Todin pulled his bow from his blanket to string it. Floman gripped his sword’s hilt as he drew its blade over the stone. Kaan held his hunting knife; he flipped the length of his hat down his back. Lim laid his broad blade in his lap.

Azaly slipped the wand into her boot before pulling out the five-inch steel pin she’d used to kill Jaal a fortnight ago. The rustling sound came from behind her tree, but peeking around its trunk didn’t reveal anything. The forest was thick with briar patches. Todin had an arrow notched with another four arrows pressed into the ground beside him. She used the thick trunk to support her back as she pushed herself up. The rustling grew louder; several men were closing on them.

Then, men rushed into their camp. Todin loosed an arrow, followed by a groan as it hit its target. He had another arrow notched with the bow drawn back. Floman indicated for Todin to cover her right with Lim. Meanwhile, Floman moved to her left with Kaan. She was the odd one out, trapped against the tree’s base.

Someone charged on her left side, but she saw Floman skewer the attacker. One of Todin’s arrows flew close to her; she heard a new groan. Before Todin could pull another arrow from the ground, she saw a flash of yellow as someone ran around her tree. Unthinking, she stepped in his way. They crashed to the forest floor with him on top, knocking the air out of her. Still, she swung her pin upwards into the side of his chest. He coughed deadman’s blood onto her face.

She lacked the strength to push the lifeless man off her. Kicking did no good, either. Then she felt the dead weight lift off her.

Lim’s smiling face gazed down at her. “You alright, lass?”

“Yes.” She rolled over to get onto her knees. The deceased man beside her wore a grungy yellow robe. A member of the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. Or a Daffodil for short. Out of the Daffodil’s back, she saw a dagger handle. For some silly reason, she wondered if her pin or Lim’s throwing knife killed him. Is this the second man I’ve killed?

By glancing around, she spotted two more bodies near Floman, who checked one man, sputtering blood. Floman drove his sword through the man’s heart. Lim pulled his knife out of the Daffodil’s back before noticing her pin sunk to its hilt in the man’s chest. After tugging it out, he gave her a knowing nod.

She walked with Todin to the attackers behind the tree shot by his arrows. Floman joined them, holding his blood-covered sword. One was dead. The other still lived; his eyes were open as he gasped quickly. Floman went to skewer him, but she held up her hand.

“We can’t leave no witnesses, lass.”

“We need information too.” She sat beside the stricken man, lying on his back with an arrow lodged in his lower chest. “What’s your name?”

“Takes mercy on me,” he wheezed. She noted he wasn’t coughing blood, so he should recover.

“Give us the details we need, and we’ll let you live,” she said. “Who are you, and why did you attack us?”

“Me name’s Apun,” he said, each word bringing him pain. “Plagen tolds us ta robs ya.”

“Plagen?”

“The Brother, he’s our leader.”

“He was. So, you’re just thieves? Nothing more?” she asked. “Are you telling me the truth? Your life depends on it, Apun?”

‘I’s swears it, miss.”

“Good.” Azaly smiled at the wounded man, trying to reassure him. Meanwhile, she adjusted her grip on her pin-knife in her right hand. She arced it into his ear; his body jerked as he died. Pulling her knife back out, she got up. “Like you said, we can’t leave witnesses.”

“By the Gods,” Floman said, “you’re a true one you are.”

After Todin retrieved his arrow from Apun’s dead body, Floman led them to the river’s bank to clean up. Unlike with Jaal, her first killing, Azaly’s knees didn’t shake this time.

“You did good, Lim. You dropped the Daffodil before he could hurt our wizard-in-training,” Floman said as he squatted to wash his sword.

“No,” Lim replied. “Azaly got the leader. The bastard had her knife sticking out of his chest before I could put a blade into him.”

Floman nodded before turning to Kaan. “How many did you stop, lover?”

“None. No one got close enough for me to stab.”

“That’s two for me, two for Todin, one for Azaly, but none for the love-sick Kaan.” Floman laughed. Todin soon joined in with Lim. She had to laugh too, as she cleaned her pin and then her face. After a moment, Kaan joined them.

“You’d best be careful with Azaly’s pin, Floman,” Todin said. “Else, you’ll find it sticking out your ear.” The men laughed some more.

“Aye. Ain’t that true? And I’d deserve it too.” Azaly glanced at Floman, expecting him to make some lewd comment again. Instead, he said, “You’re alright, lass. You’ll be safe around me.” She belonged! Blood brought people together. At least justified blood did. “Kaan, I’ll teach you the sword since a hand knife’s useless against a swordsman’s long blade.”

Azaly waited as the rebels dragged the bodies away before covering them with dead leaves so they wouldn’t see them. She was days from the foothills of the Western Mountains, instilling a sense of purpose in her. Many of the stories about wizards mentioned the Barrens as their ancestral home. If the Green Wizard lived, she would be in the mountains and could teach her how to use the magic in Jaal’s wand.

She sighed. Killing Jaal made her a rebel; killing that Daffodil bloodied her, but killing the young man was different. Did it make her cruel or practical? Part of her said it made her something else, but she didn’t have a name for it yet.

When Floman returned to the fire with the others, she asked, “Can you teach me how to use the sword too?”

“I can indeed. And once you learn how to use that wand, we’ll be a force Harpin can’t ignore.”
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The Royal Court


A few days ago, Criv watched Quon burn Sosin’s young wife to death. This throne room, full of fancy-dressed dignitaries, was the polar opposite. Some nobles cast a questioning look in his direction as he kept to one side. Sosin stood beside him with a sullen expression.

The trip to Kefnu from the Academy was uneventful, as usual. Criv flew fast to impress the brown-sash, but Sosin remained lost in his thoughts about his dead wife. The sight of that girl screaming as the flames blackened her skin continued to haunt Criv. Never had he seen such cruelty from his Zenii. It left him wondering if Zenii wanted him this way too.

Criv loved his Zenii, who found him working for a tanner, stirring the foul-smelling vats of uncured leather hides. As the second son, he couldn’t inherit his father’s business, so he left to find his destiny. In the next village, he was starving when he began working for a tanner. A year later, he still did the odorous job. Then he felt dizzy. The Gods smiled on him that day as the Lord of Broditch took him away. Never again had his nose endured that smell.

Criv looked at Sosin’s sad face. Sosin was a stableboy for a wealthy merchant, so he never suffered days of hunger. It made him soft.

Criv tapped the brown-sash with the end of his tarner. “Get your mind here. It’s a grave offense to show a long face in the Royal Court.” He’d made that last part up, but it should be near the truth. “We’ve talked about this; you should have just cut her throat.”

“I thought Zenii would keep her.”

“Then you’re a fool who needed this lesson. Don’t get involved with them; just kill ‘em and move on.” Criv watched as the noblemen moved to form a line; it must be three o’clock. “C’mon. And put on a smile; otherwise, Zenii will hear of it.”

Criv stood in the receiving line as Queen Foliana walked toward the Throne of Otanic. This was his chance to see Vosj’s first female monarch. Sosin leaned out to peek at the procession, but Criv put out his hand to stop the teenager from breaking royal protocol. At least the prospect of meeting such a famous person had helped dissolve Sosin’s sullen expression.

Queen Foliana wore a dark pink dress with red flowers embroidered in the bodice. Her face, framed by her fair hair, was beautiful. Criv found himself smitten by her looks as she glided down the row of dignitaries. When she slowed beside him, he bowed, mumbling, “Your Majesty.”

“Is it Wizard Criv?” she asked pleasantly; Criv nodded. “And who is this brown-sash beside you?”

“Sosin, your grace.”

“We find it strange how you wizards flit around like birds coming to eat in the morning. Is that what you are about, Wizard Criv, feeding on our kingdom?”

Criv was about to say that Harpin wasn’t eating Otanic, but the queen moved on, making no further comment. She ascended her dais to stand before the throne while the court formed a three-deep semicircle. She sat as a man in black and white robes stepped forward to bang his staff.

“The Royal Court is now open at Queen Foliana’s pleasure,” the tall minister boomed.

Zenii’s instructions were explicit. Criv was to wait until the end. When the queen asked if anyone had other business, he was to convey Quon’s regards as he made the brief statement he’d memorized. Meanwhile, he kept his attention on what people were saying as he stood in the third row. The queen’s voice was light, though the room was silent whenever she spoke. The longer he listened to her, the more his practiced message became jumbled in his mind. He became so distracted he almost missed someone’s question about replacing Jaal.

“Wizard Criv,” the Queen asked softly, reaching him at the back of the throng. “Is Sosin here to replace Jaal?”

The people parted before him, exposing him to the Queen’s stare. He stepped forward, saying, “Yes, your grace.” However, his voice sounded absurd to him.

“We are sorry that someone murdered the last brown-sash.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He decided now was an excellent time to deliver his message. “May I express the deep regrets my Zenii has that they executed many women for no acceptable cause in pursuit of the culprit?”

“We thank your grand wizard. However, we also note that they did not hang the women in pursuit of the truth, but for spiteful vengeance,” the Queen said. Criv bowed. In truth, he agreed with her assertion. “As a consequence of our rightful anger, we have sent former justice Faapin to his home in Harpin City. Our husband accompanies him.” Her words shocked Criv. He tried to respond but could only stammer. The queen smiled. “How old are you, Wizard Criv?”

“Twenty, your grace.”

“So young still. We pray to the Gods that you will grow into wisdom, just as our wizards from previous times did.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“You wear the green sash. Remember the Green Wizard. You could learn much from her brief life.”

She was dismissing him, so he bowed before stepping back into the obscurity of the court. He’d been to King Tarik’s royal court when Zenii promoted him to a green-sash. Criv hated diplomacy as it all seemed so false; lying with a smile or killing with an apology. He waited at the back with Sosin until the Chamberlain adjourned the court.

As the courtiers began leaving, Criv noticed how most women wore dresses with an abundance of pink. He turned to seek the Defense Minister only to find the baron weaving through the dignitaries toward him. Baron Rigas of Riverend was in his late middle years, like Zenii, with pale, wrinkled skin and a gray mustache. The Harpinian nobleman remained loyal to King Tarik.

“My lord?” Criv said, bowing.

“Be careful, young man. We hanged those women to send a warning about killing our wizards.”

“My Zenii says it was unjust. Instead of making people cower to our power, they regard us as sadistic. Now we see the queen wearing pink, along with most ladies in the court. What did her grace mean about the Minister of Justice?”

“Queen Foliana expelled the foolish minister under threat of an attainder. Her grace also dismissed Crown Prince Katan,” the Baron said. “Now a commoner sits on the privy council as the Chief Justice.”

Criv was certain Zenii didn’t know this news, which was another sign they shouldn’t have executed those women. “My guru will be angry when I convey this news. He already fears that recent events are shaking the long peace,” Criv said. “Do you think the queen wears pink because she admires our actions or even fears them?”

“You are just a boy. Don’t be impertinent with me.”

“I am the only green-sash. I have the ear of my guru while he has our king’s ear. It is you, my lord, who should be more careful.” To clarify his point, Criv removed a sealed letter from inside his jerkin. “I have instructions from our king. I believe it contains orders to send a company of soldiers to Narbend tomorrow.”

The baron inspected the black seal of King Tarik before hiding the letter inside his stark black and white robe.
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Blue Soldiers


Queen Foliana hitched her dark pink dress with light pink trim as she climbed the stone steps to the West Tower’s third floor. Today was her fifth day of wearing pink after her royal proclamation. Those few words hardened her people in ways she never expected. Two guardsmen bracketed her ascent. At the third floor’s landing, she saw another guardsman standing outside the door. He bowed as she approached.

After confirming the two young princes were inside, she slipped into the room alone. The two boys played with toy soldiers on the rug by the fireplace. Crown Prince Ricard had two blue soldiers, while his younger brother, Prince Saral, moved the two red ones across the rug. Lady Janu watched the boys from the bed. She stood to curtsey when Foliana entered. She also wore a dress with pink as the dominant color. The three guards remained outside, giving Foliana some much-appreciated privacy.

Lady Janu had been her confidant for many years, since before the Great Treachery forced Foliana to become queen. They had a special bond of friendship she revered above all others.

“I heard you were bringing the princes here,” Foliana said, walking to the window overlooking the Palace grounds. “Is there something I should know?”

Lady Janu joined her. “A palace servant shows more interest in the boys than I like. I only began noticing it was the same young man three days ago.” Foliana asked her what kind of interest he showed. “He always cleans something outside the playroom when I enter or leave with the boys. I thought nothing of it until I realized he cleaned the same banner-shield each time.”

“Have you reported this to Sir Riman or the Chamberlain?”

Lady Janu shook her head no. “I didn’t want to scare the boy off. If he is a spy, we should follow him. But I asked some questions. They say he comes from Riverend village in Harpin.”

“Baron Rigas?” Foliana said. Janu nodded. The Defense Minister remained loyal to Harpin and a sore in her side. For two years, she tried to get him removed, but King Tarik refused. “You did well, my lady. This was my favorite place to hide from my mother. Now she’s gone, and I miss her still.” She paused as the old memories washed through her. “Meanwhile, I will talk to Sir Riman; he will know how to exploit the chance with the servant spy.”

Foliana continued to stare out the window. She tried to remember when she last looked out this window. “I last visited this room during the Great Treachery when we hid a dark-skinned man from our enemies.”

“I wonder what they are doing now?” Janu asked. She glanced back at the princes to ensure they couldn’t overhear her.

“I find it hard to accept they could still live,” Foliana replied softly. “They would have returned if they survived. But I fear the sea took them in a storm so no one would discover their fate.” She paused as she watched her men change the guard at the Keep’s gate. “We must assume Otanic’s wizards are lost to us.”

“They are still alive,” Janu said with conviction. “One day, our avenging magicians will return, smiting the Harpinian wizards to win back our freedom.”

“To Amira’s ears,” Foliana murmured. It continued to chill her heart, thinking of the brave woman who had been the hope of all Otanic women. And her heart still cherished the memory of Preem, her first love. The sight of him covered in blood as he lay on this room’s bed would never leave her. Thank the Gods she had the later memory of him talking to her, of hearing the strength in his voice. But after he disappeared, she couldn’t uncover a single clue about his whereabouts despite two years of searching.

Foliana remembered confiding in Brodia that she enjoyed being a princess but despised the duties or controls that came with it. She was a reluctant queen, and being the princess hadn’t been so bad. Only in her dreams could she return to those carefree times.

The queen heard her eldest son’s distinctive yell, followed by her youngest’s tearful cries. She turned to see Ricard throw Saral’s red soldiers into the fire. Saral rushed to snatch them from the flames.

Lady Janu was fast, reaching the two-year-old before he could burn himself. She pulled him back, lifting him into the air. Foliana was there a second later, taking her baby into her arms. She was furious at Ricard.

“What were you thinking?” she said to her eldest.

A knock on the door drew her attention away. The guards asked if they needed any help. Janu told them the boys had a minor accident, and things were fine.

“Well?” Foliana asked Ricard as she swayed with Saral wrapped in her arms.

“The Gods should burn his silly troops,” Ricard said. Foliana asked him why. “Papa said the Gods promised the blue soldiers they would always rule the red ones.”

Foliana was lost for words at her son’s statement as if everyone knew this simple truth. She turned to her lady-in-waiting to hand over Saral. Then Foliana squatted beside Ricard, who continued to play with his blue soldiers.

At eye level, she said, “That is not true. Your Mama is one of the red soldiers. Do you want to see Mama burned?”

Ricard looked at her, his face turned sad. “No, Mama.”

“What else did your Papa say?”

“He said I must be hard. Papa says I shouldn’t have friends because I will be king one day.” Tears formed in Ricard’s eyes as he said, “I want to have friends. It’s not fair that I can’t.”

“We will find you some friends,” she told him. “And kings must protect all their people, especially their younger brothers. Saral almost ran into the fire to get his toys. Do you want him to burn?” Ricard shook his head. “Kings must be smart. I want you to think next time.” Ricard gave a reluctant nod. “Good. Now give your brother one of your blue soldiers.”

Foliana sat on the bed to watch her sons playing with the two remaining toy soldiers. She would have the royal craftsman make four new red soldiers. Then she would have those two blue ones burned. She had been lax as their mother, letting others determine how Ricard should act as a prince. That would end today.
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Twin Rocks


In the late afternoon, after attending the Royal Court, Criv sat with Nilom in Zenii’s library at his house by the Crossed Keys tavern. Nilom was the Academy’s yellow-sash assigned to Kefnu for six months and was here when the girl murdered Jaal. He first raised the alarm on the presence of a girl magician. Nilom possessed the skill to become a strong wizard one day with a reputation as a hard-working student. However, something felt wrong to Criv, as Nilom should have executed the abomination.

“Tell me again about this girl; where did you first see her?” Criv asked Nilom, who stood wringing his hands together.

“In the east barracks,” Nilom said. “She was stealing bread when the soldiers caught her.” He paused as if reluctant to volunteer any more details. So, Criv waved his hand to encourage Nilom to continue. “The troopers dragged her into the room, kicking her several times. I thought they would assault her, so I stopped them.”

“Did she give her name?” Nilom hesitated before shaking his head no. The brief pause caught Criv’s attention. “What made you think she could feel your magic?”

“It was very slight, sir.” More hesitation. “When I used magic to hold off the soldiers, she looked pale, but it could be from them kicking her. Still, I reported it just in case.”

“So you’re not sure if she can feel the magic?” Nilom nodded. Criv still felt something was missing, so he continued digging into what had happened before the pink assassin murdered Jaal. “Why did you stop the soldiers from using her? We don’t care about Kefnu beggars.”

“Zenii told me we are ambassadors to the fourth kingdom. He said we should treat the people fairly so they will appreciate our rule.”

Criv remembered hearing similar comments from Zenii. But being nice wasn’t working. The citizens of Otanic still hated Harpin. “Yesterday, Zenii burned a woman alive. He held her above the flames as she screamed and her clothes burned away. She was an abomination. Zenii’s orders are unambiguous. You must kill any woman sensing magic. We can do it where others can’t see, but we must execute them. If you only suspect she can sense your magic, you will kill her.”

“Yes, Wizard Criv.”

“Describe this woman?” Criv asked.

“Brown hair,” Nilom spoke with care as if remembering the girl, “young, maybe fourteen.”

The description didn’t match the adolescent who killed Jaal. However, he found the idea of burning a little girl titillating. Criv had felt a thrill when the clothes burned off Sosin’s wife yesterday. But seeing her skin turn black as it boiled away was sickening. Criv imagined holding a girl over a burning pyre as she screamed. It would be interesting.

A tap on the door broke Criv’s daydream. Sosin entered, carrying the wand he would share with Nilom. The man still looked morose.

Criv continued asking questions about Jaal’s murder. Soon, he would leave to capture this woman Zenii called the pink assassin. He asked, “Jaal reported seeing a girl in beggar clothes who was sick when he did magic by her. Could it be the girl from the barracks?”

“I don’t know. But the girl who killed Jaal was wearing pink. She was a whore.”

This last statement felt like the truth. “I have reports of a woman selling a pink dress to a beggar girl.”

“We should talk to this merchant woman,” Sosin suggested. “We should see if this woman’s description of the pink girl matches Nilom’s.”

Criv was happy the brown-sash got involved in the conversation. However, his idea was doomed from the beginning. “The fool Chief Justice hanged her already,” Criv said. “I wonder if he killed all those women to hide the truth.”

“We must search the entire city, looking for any girls who can perceive our magic,” Sosin said.

“Zenii has determined that she left Kefnu. He’s ordered me to go west to Twin Rocks. Our Zenii tracked Jaal’s d’dec moving in that direction. We assume it’s in the hands of the pink assassin. Zenii thinks she is running to a rebel stronghold, so we will let her get there.”

“Yes, Wizard Criv.” Criv watched Sosin’s face. He still had lingering doubts after Zenii burned his ‘wife’ at the stake. If he didn’t get past this, he would discover how mighty Zenii was. Criv still had nightmares about Quon’s power when he almost tore Criv’s arms off two years ago when Quon gave him the green sash.

“I have a challenging task for you both,” Criv said. “Queen Foliana’s response to the hanged women has raised doubts over her deference toward King Tarik. You are to watch her closely. Follow her lady-in-waiting. Gather as much information as you can. Zenii will seek an update in a few days.”

“Yes, Wizard Criv,” the two apprentices said.

“Baron Rigas has people tracking Lady Janu. You can use his spies to help with this mission. But don’t trust the minister with your findings.” Criv paused as the two junior apprentices nodded their understanding. “And I must warn you that another wizard could be in Otanic,” Criv added. “A wizard from years ago who betrayed our Zenii may be working with the rebels in the west. I also go to search for him.”

“Do you leave tonight?”

“I depart tomorrow. Apprentice Sosin, return to the Palace. Remember to watch Lady Janu whenever you can. And practice more often. It’s time you found the double split of the d’sur waves. Zenii has complained about how long brown-sashes take to advance to the green sash.”

“Yes, Wizard Criv.” Sosin checked that his wand was in his belt before leaving.

Alone with Nilom, Criv wanted to discuss his training. Criv noticed Nilom seemed reserved around him, which he put down to being in a wizard’s presence. If he got the young apprentice to relax, maybe he could entice the full story of the beggar girl. He still suspected she could be the same woman who murdered his friend Jaal.

“I’ve been watching you,” he said as Nilom stood stiffly. “You show strength with the magic. As we have said in the past, actual power comes from distance. You should be close to accomplishing the first split.”

“I’ve been trying, Wizard Criv. But the technique alludes me still.”

“Watch me now.” Criv held out his tarner shaped like a weaver’s giant wooden shuttle with an extended middle hole. It reminded him of his father’s rug-making trade. He formed the d’sur fist, making sure Nilom could follow his approach. Then he worked the imaginary stone inside his d’dec’s cave to split that fist. The result was two d’sur fists, which was the capability separating a brown-sash from a yellow-sash. “The key is distance, so first move the d’dec further away from your head. Use Sosin to show you, though he can only just manage the single split still.”

“Yes, Wizard Criv.”

“Good. You may leave me now. If you remember any more details about that beggar girl, I would like to hear them. I still believe she could be the pink assassin.”
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Criv flew to Twin Rocks with seven Harpinian soldiers the following morning. He never flew with so many passengers before. But he didn’t tell the officer, Lieutenant Glapen, that he took it slow for this reason. Or that he stopped at a hamlet because he feared spilling the men all over the Otanic farmland when he began losing the platform’s balance.

Criv arrived at Twin Rocks’ village square by the afternoon. He booked a room at the village tavern called the King’s Rock with a shingle showing a king sitting on a rock. Very original, he thought, but doubted a king would wear his finest clothes with his crown while traveling the country. He wondered about the story behind the name but didn’t bother asking the innkeeper. Of course, he would pay his respects to the village elder, but he wouldn’t stay at his house since he preferred to sleep in peace.

Criv wrote a terse report to his Zenii, giving him the news about the Justice Minister returning to Harpin City with the Crown Prince. Even if the count knew these details already, it would show Criv’s diligence. After writing the letter, Criv flew onto the tavern’s roof to await his orders.

The wooden cylinder arrived a hand later. Criv handled the box gingerly as it remained hot from traveling a hundred leagues from the Academy in a single hand of time. The message inside confirmed Criv was to remain in Twin Rocks as the pink assassin was still moving west near Narbend. Criv placed his return letter in the box, using magic to hold it above his head. Moments later, the cylinder was snatched from his gripping fist, disappearing toward the north in a flash.

After sending his update, Criv walked across the village green to the market, strolling through the colored stalls as he watched the women. He engaged his d’dec to create magical fists. To his disappointment, none of the women revealed any reaction to his magic. Pity; he wouldn’t be burning anyone today.

Criv looked around the village square. Several people had gathered to watch two soldiers march toward the market to get supplies. The villagers had the same sullen look he saw throughout this miserable kingdom.

He saw someone making an obscene gesture to the back of the two troopers. The act incensed Criv, who sent a d’sur fist to knock the man down. He marched across the square, calling to the slighted soldiers. The village man struggled to get up, but Criv kept him pinned. The villagers moved away as if they no longer knew him, which only infuriated Criv further. Zenii wanted Criv to warn these Otanic peasants that Harpin ruled them, so he held the man down.

“Get the lieutenant,” Criv instructed the soldier, who hurried away. Criv pointed to a woman, saying, “Bring the elder to bear witness to this man’s punishment.”

After the woman left, the pinned man pleaded, “I meant nothing by it, sir Wizard.”

“You admit to your crime?” Criv said, staring down at the middle-aged man. Criv spotted a pink ribbon tied to his belt.

“It was a mistake, my lord. I’ll never do it again.”

“I’m no lord,” Criv said. Glancing around, he saw several villagers with a small pink ribbon tied somewhere on their clothes as an open act of defiance. The lieutenant arrived with three soldiers as the elder hurried across the square. “Stand him up,” Criv ordered the lieutenant.

The elder asked what had happened. The prisoner was standing with each of his arms held by a soldier.

“This man, by his admittance, made a derogatory gesture toward one of Harpin’s brave soldiers,” Criv said. “The law is clear on the punishment.”

At these words, the man’s eyes were wild. The elder tried to appease Criv. “Harpin has not imposed that rule throughout the occupation.”

“Occupation? Otanic was always a vassal state to Harpin. We are here at your queen’s invitation.” It was the standard line, though nobody believed it. “I’m here to apply the edicts without mercy.”

“Sir Wizard. This man has a family; he is a good man. I’m sure he meant nothing by whatever he did,” the elder said.

“So, he is a good man, you say?” The elder nodded. “Then applying the law to this man sends a clear message that Harpin won’t tolerate these actions.” Criv let his words sink in before instructing the two soldiers, “Hold his arms out.” Criv formed a slicing-edge to cut deep across the man’s throat. “Hold him up,” he snapped when the man’s legs buckled.

As the man’s throat continued to gurgle blood, Criv said to the elder, “Make sure your people know we will enforce our laws. Pass the word throughout this vassal state.” Then, in a lower voice, he added, “Don’t let me catch you wearing a pink ribbon again, Elder.”

When the man’s throat stopped gurgling, Criv signaled to drop the man before ordering the lieutenant to join him in the tavern.

Criv had orders signed by Harpin’s Chancellor that he could pull any troops he needed for his quest. Harpin’s General Beton, the commander of the soldiers in Otanic, had assigned Twin Rocks’ seven troops to him. He ordered Lieutenant Glapen to requisition horses for the men while they stayed at the patrol house. “A company of soldiers passes through here soon. You will travel ahead of them to the Barrens.”

That night, he wrote detailed orders for Lieutenant Glapen to patrol the West Valley. He was to search for anyone there. He wasn’t to engage anyone flying but come back to report in person. They could ride to the foothills, but taking their horses into the Barrens would be impossible. Criv knew he could be sending them to their deaths, but that was what leaders used soldiers for.

The next day he sent the troops out on their mission. Then he began flying in lazy circles, high above Twin Rocks, becoming familiar with the land. Until Zenii gave him more orders, he was to wait here. Soon, he could fly west to recapture Jaal’s wand. With luck, the pink assassin will be there so he can exact his slow revenge for killing Jaal.
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Snatched in Narbend


Five days after killing the nighttime robbers, Azaly’s band passed the forest’s edge. They approached the village of Narbend by the late afternoon. The drab wooden houses were overshadowed by the majestic Western Mountains, whose white-tipped tops seemed close enough to touch. These mountain’s beauty must rival the Halls of the Gods, she thought.

The hard-packed road undulated around the hills, sometimes cutting off the view of the village but never hiding the snowy peaks. Scattered over the hillsides, white sheep grazed, hemmed in by three-barred rustic wood fences along the roadside.

She hid the wand in her blanket with a crude, edgeless sword for practicing while Kaan carried the other practice blade. The idyllic scene helped her forget Harpin wanted to kill her in the cruelest way, or she now walked with a small group of rebels.

“Make way!” came a yell from behind. Only now did she hear the rhythmic clop of horses keeping a beat in double time.

With the others, she hopped off the road onto the narrow grass verge beside the fence. Behind her, she saw seven light-blue uniforms mounted on horses approaching at the trot. As he passed, the lead rider, an officer, stared at her. She went to snatch the green beret off her head, but that would be too obvious, so she scowled back, giving her best impression of a farmgirl angry with these foreign invaders.

The rattle of swords and bridles equaled the clop of the hooves as the group passed them before disappearing down the road to Narbend. Luckily, yesterday’s rain still dampened the roadbed, keeping the dust away.

“That silly green hat will get you killed, lass,” Floman said matter-of-factly.

“No rebel would dare to wear it,” she replied. “So, it’s a decent disguise.”

“That’ll work until one day it don’t. Then they’ll arrest you, maybe for insolence or fun. But they will seize you. Then your rebel days will be over, along with your life.”

Azaly kept the hat on, though she hated that he was right. This green beret meant everything to her, symbolizing Otanic’s resistance. It represented the Green Wizard, a bigger hero to her than even her brother, whom she dearly missed. Since the night attack by the robbers, Floman had settled into mutual respect with her. He was steeped in knowledge of war, but he was also a brilliant teacher, taking the time to explain what he called small fighting. He described ambushing a prominent force by picking off any stragglers or hiding in a forest when the enemy was searching for you. And he taught her how to use a sword.

A hand later, she passed the village’s eastern edge as they followed the dirt road through some houses into the village green. Five pine trees ran across one diagonal of the hundred-foot square area; a river flowed across the opposite diagonal. Except for the poorer buildings or the unusual village square, this could be Twin Rocks. The market was half the size with traditional colors, but more faded than she remembered from Kefnu.

This village cried out that it was too insignificant to pay attention to. Perhaps this was where the Green Wizard was hiding if she still lived. But am I worthy of finding her?

“We can stay in the tavern,” Kaan said. “We’ll need two rooms. I miss sleeping on a bed.”

“That’s not all you miss, I suspect,” Todin said, slapping the young man on his back.

Azaly smiled at Kaan’s hurt expression. He was the butt of most of the group’s jokes. “We should save our money,” she said. “I don’t need a bed; I’ve slept on the ground for three years.”

“My sister lives here in Narbend,” Lim said. “Or at least she did. If so, we can sleep there.”

“I agree,” Floman added, making the decision final. “Sorry, lover boy.”

Azaly followed Lim with the others as he turned south in the square to cross the crude bridge straddling the small river. They ambled between the single-story wooden houses, most needing a fresh coat of paint.

Lim glanced around, mumbling, “It’s been a while, but I think Narini lives this way.” Soon he pointed at a house with weathered wood. “That’s it.” Lim knocked on the dark-brown door.

“Who’s there?” a female voice called from inside the home.

“Lim.”

When the door opened, Azaly saw a heavy-set woman with gray-streaked brown hair. She opened her arms to let Lim step in to hug her. He stood a head taller than his sister. After a moment, Lim stepped back to indicate Azaly and the others. Narini waved them into her house with a quick gesture, saying they were all welcome.

Inside the small drawing room, Azaly sat on a large chair while Kaan perched himself on the arm of the same chair. The woolen ball at the end of Kaan’s hat rested on her shoulder, but she didn’t mind. Floman took a wooden chair while Todin removed his bow to sit on the stones of the fireplace. Azaly gazed around the room; its sparseness revealed much about this family’s destitution. Still, they lived like lords compared to the street folk of Kefnu.

When two children rushed in, everyone exchanged names. Narini named her two children Jarlina and Fiik. The daughter sat on Azaly’s lap before her mother could object. She sat facing Azaly with her knees straddling Azaly’s lap.

Azaly had to smile at the precocious little girl. “How old are you?”

“I’m ten.” Jarlina surprised Azaly when she touched Azaly’s breasts. “You’re a woman. Why don’t you wear a dress?”

“Jarlina, don’t ask personal questions,” her mother said as Lim laughed.

“That’s alright,” Azaly said. “I find these clothes are more comfortable. I’ve walked from Twin Rocks in them.”

“You look like the Green Wizard. My teacher told me about her. Are you the Green Wizard?” Azaly assured the girl that she was no one special. Jarlina took off Azaly’s beret, saying, “I think you are her.”

As she chatted with Jarlina, Azaly kept her attention on the conversation between the others. Lim answered Narini’s question by saying they were only staying one night. Lim’s sister said she had enough food to cook a decent meal.

“That’s most gracious of you,” Azaly said as she bounced Jarlina on her knee. “We can buy food tomorrow to share a lunch if you’ll have us.” This was the unembarrassing way to repay them for their hospitality. Besides, she hoped they could stay longer while she sought rumors about the Green Wizard.

Narini went to prepare the meal, leaving the others to themselves. Azaly convinced Jarlina to talk to her uncle. Later, Jarlina’s father returned from the blacksmith where he worked at the village’s only forge. Soon after dinner, the sun disappeared behind the mountains, and the family prepared for bed to save on candles.

“My sister says you can sleep in the children’s room,” Lim said to Azaly. “They won’t mind sleeping on the floor one night.” As he glanced at Kaan across the room, she understood.

“Thank you,” she replied, squeezing his arm. “That’s appreciated.”

When she lived on the streets, the sun dictated her day. She woke at first light and slept soon after sunset because there was no point in being awake when you couldn’t see much. Azaly realized the same philosophy existed for a poor family.
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The following morning, she helped Narini prepare a simple breakfast. Jarlina had become Azaly’s shadow, tracking her around the house.

“She’s not like this with other guests,” Narini said, smiling as her daughter brought them eggs to cook, one at a time.

“It’s alright. I enjoy the female company after traveling with these men for a fortnight.”

Later in the morning, Azaly crossed over one of the stream’s wooden bridges with the others. They strolled to the village market. Lim stayed behind to chat with his sister while Jarlina tagged along with Azaly after getting permission from her mother.

“I’m going over there with Jarlina,” she said, pointing toward the two blue stalls. “We’ll explore some nice clothes. Anyone joining me?”

“You’re fine, lass. I’ll get some provisions,” Floman said.

Todin and Kaan said they’d walk around to gather some information. That left the two girls to themselves. Azaly enjoyed the group, but it would also be nice to gossip with women for a few minutes; the merchants selling clothes were always chatty.

“Good day, ma’am,” she said to the merchant behind the blue stall selling dresses.

“Good day to you, miss, and good day to you, miss Jarlina.” The merchant stared at Azaly’s clothes with disapproval. “You seem to require a dress, miss. Can I show you some?”

“Just looking at the moment.” Azaly ran her fingers over the soft material of a cream-yellow dress. As she gazed around the stall, it surprised her to find three green berets hanging from pegs on the right post. Each had two ribbons sewn onto the sides. “Do you sell many of those?” she asked.

“Once a week or so. Does you want one?” Azaly shook her head, taking her beret from inside her jerkin to pull over her fair hair. “What about one of these? I gives these away for free, miss.”

Azaly stared at the short piece of pink ribbon the merchant held. So, the story reached the kingdom’s western edge. She wanted to scream at the memories it dragged up. She cursed herself once again for wearing that pink dress. So many women died because of me.

Azaly’s eyes teared as she shook her head. She would never celebrate this color she now hated.

“Can I have a green beret, Anji?” Jarlina asked the merchant, pulling Azaly back from her morbid memories. Anji hesitated. Like Azaly’s father, the merchant couldn’t afford to give away her merchandise.

“How much?” Azaly asked. When she heard the price, she handed over a small coin. “We have to find one that fits.”

The smallest hat was too big for Jarlina, but it looked good on her head, with her brown hair reaching halfway down her back.

“Do you believe the Green Wizard lives?” Azaly asked the merchant as Jarlina skipped around, showing off her new hat.

“Well, we hear many rumors ‘round here,” Anji replied, glancing around to see if anyone watched her. “I met her before she was famous. But I’ve not seen her since. However, someone told me their friend of a friend saw her once. Dressed in furs, she was, with a sword in her hand.”

“You do believe then.”

“Gaze around, lass. We all believe ‘round here.”

Azaly scanned the village market. In the corner, she spotted a girl wearing a green beret. Then another. In a minute, she’d picked out four young women wearing the iconic hat of the Green Wizard. It lifted her spirits.

“Are you looking for her then? Did chasing the rumors get you here?”

“I wouldn’t even know where to start searching,” Azaly replied.

“If them furs be true, then she be in the Barrens. The home of the Arrox. That be why no one goes looking,” Anji said before asking, “You traveling to Narbend or passing through?”

“We may stay a while before moving on.”

“Well, you be careful, lass. A patrol of them Harpinians came in yesterday.”

“They passed us on the road. Are they staying here?”

“I don’t think so. They showed up yesterday; never set me eyes on ‘em before. They’ll be gone tomorrow.” Anji paused as she watched something on the village green. “Look at ‘em; why they picking on that man?”

Across the market, three light-blue soldiers surrounded a man whose back was toward Azaly. But she noticed the tips of a bow wrapped in the rolled blanket on his back. She watched as the archer tried to push one soldier away before running toward the market. She saw Todin’s face; he turned away from where she watched, not wanting to involve her. The Harpinians were on him in a flash, wrestling him to the ground before kicking him into submission.

“Bastards!” the stall merchant said from behind her. “I hope he wasn’t your friend, miss.”

She wanted to run over to save him, but it would be futile. The best plan would be to rescue him later. The men picked up the dazed Todin to march him out of the market. “Where will they take him?” she asked without turning back.

“To the patrol house, just east of the village.”

Azaly turned to face Anji. “What does it look like?”

“Them soldiers keep it fresh painted. Find the whitest home on Twin Rocks Road,” the merchant said. “Good luck, miss. I hope you get your friend back. I hope I don’t see you hanged.”

“Thanks.” Azaly turned to search around for Floman or Kaan. She recognized them both by the tavern, watching in the direction the soldiers led Todin away. She held Jarina’s hand to walk over to them, doing her best to appear casual.

“We have to leave,” Floman said as soon as she joined them, “before Todin talks.” She shook her head. But he warned her. “There’s too many of them, and we lost our archer. We don’t even know where they took him.”

After making sure they were out of anyone else’s hearing, Azaly spoke firmly. “If we’re to be rebels with any chance, we must recruit more members. No one will join us if we abandon someone when they’re arrested. We must create a reputation that we’re for each other. No one dies in vain or gets left to rot in prison.” She watched Floman’s eyes as he agreed. So, Azaly settled the plan. “I know where they’re taking Todin. There’s a chance we can free him because these troops may pass through.”

At Narini’s house, Lim was nervous. Would the soldiers come there now?

“Tell your sister we’re leaving to head west into the Barrens,” Azaly told him. “We’ll find a place to hide outside the village. If the Harpinians go past, we’ll rescue Todin before they force him to speak.”

Lim said goodbye to his sister as Azaly said her goodbyes to the little girl. Then they moved out to toward the Barrens.
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twelve
Compromises


Queen Foliana sat behind a heavy, gray, and moth-eaten curtain. Her pink shirt sustained her two-week-old commitment to her people, and she wore pants for the first time. She’d worn a dress throughout her childhood because she was always a lady, even when she wasn’t. Today, she also wore a tan cloth sack over her head with holes for her eyes.

Sir Riman insisted she wore these disguises as a compromise, given he didn’t want her here. “Far too dangerous, ma’am,” he’d said.

“The count is in the city, so we want to hear from our people before we meet with him,” she’d argued. Of course, she could have ordered it, but that would alienate her trusted confidant. “We need to discover what happened to Lady Janu.”

Two days ago, Lady Janu disappeared. Guards at the gate said she had left mid-morning, but none remembered her returning. After Pink Day, Foliana sensed her people were on the cusp of a rebellion, which made Lady Janu one of its first victims after Harpin executed those twenty-five innocent women. It also meant that the potential revolution had hit early. She was at Sir Riman’s spy ring meeting because she was engaged in that nascent uprising.

So now she wore men’s clothes to fool any fleeting glimpse someone got of her as she sat hidden during the spy ring meeting. Sir Riman oversaw the gathering in this dark room somewhere in the city. He wouldn’t tell her the location, claiming it ensured she could honestly deny knowing the ring’s headquarters. The door beside her led into the tunnels, another compromise.

“Birch, report.” That was Riman’s distinctive voice; he named everyone at the top level after a tree. Each wore a similar tan cloth sack with a crude image of a leaf from the tree he code-named them after. Sir Riman called himself Oak; even she had a codename, Ash. Foliana doubted if any of Riman’s spies wore yellow smocks. The Harpin wizards had almost eradicated the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. The few remaining Brothers were outlaws, hiding in small bands in the forests.

“Our contact at Blue’s house said meals are going to the basement.” Each of the privy council ministers had a color for a codename. Blue was the defense minister. “They didn’t see who Blue imprisoned, but they think it was a woman. Our agent is making friends with one of the militia guards at Blue’s house. I expect her to understand better what questions they ask the prisoner.”

“If your contact gets a glimpse, we can compare the prisoner’s clothes,” Sir Riman said. “Dogwood, do we know what Lady Janu was wearing?”

“I will ask.” That was the Palace spy, a woman. Queen Foliana strained to identify the voice that sounded familiar.

“Any other news?” Riman asked Dogwood.

“The queen was acting strange a few days ago. She visited Lady Janu’s study in the West Tower daily.” Foliana felt the collective silence as the others thought about this news. After a minute, Dogwood added, “I’d hate to think she was involved in Lady Janu’s arrest as I thought they were friends.” Even Foliana had to admit it didn’t sound like a coincidence.

“The queen cannot afford friends,” Sir Riman said. “Can we sneak someone into that room to see what she’s doing?”

Foliana wanted to laugh. It made sense to check on her too. If Sir Riman suppressed it, they’d get suspicious. But she struggled to recognize Dogwood’s voice.

“Yes, Oak,” the mysterious woman responded. “One other thing on Lady Janu. That new brown-sash asked me why she wasn’t attending the Queen? Where she was? Questions like that.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I said it was none of his silly business.” Dogwood’s words gave her away to Foliana, who now recognized Otanic’s Palace spy. As she listened, she wondered if she could accept someone spying on her. She smiled at the unfamiliar sensation.

“Tell Sosin she isn’t feeling well before asking him why the Count of Broditch wants to know about Lady Janu. The Academy rarely shows interest in the Palace’s politics. Let’s see if we can trap the young boy into revealing something.” Foliana didn’t hear an answer, so she imagined Dogwood nodded her response. Riman spoke again, “Willow, do you have any updates?”

“We saw Yellow at the south barracks after they arrested the men yesterday. We learned two are rebels, but the others are unknown. My source says he’s heard the screams from there as they torture the prisoners,” Willow said. Yellow was the despised minister of security.

“Poor bastards,” Riman said. “I hope the rebels have a safe web. If not –”

“We should do more,” another man said.

“We collect information to pass on to those who can do something,” Riman answered. “As I said, Ash runs this. He ensures the intelligence we get is used correctly.” The Queen smiled again at Sir Riman’s mastery of deception.

Foliana listened as Oak finished the meeting. After everyone left, he sat alone for a few minutes. She waited, giving him some time to himself. He stepped around the curtain to escort her back through the tunnels to the South Tower.

Walking along, she asked, “Should we assume you know the names of all the trees?”

“I recruited them, ma’am, so I know them, and they know me. However, they don’t perceive who the other trees are.”

Foliana continued in silence until Sir Riman reached the South Tower’s door. As he pulled out the key, she said casually, “We wonder when Mistress Zofia will make an excuse for wanting the keys to Lady Janu’s study in the West Tower?”

If her revelation surprised Riman, he gave nothing away. “I’m sure she will, your grace. She’ll need to drop some dress patterns off for you to examine.”

“It gives us a strange feeling, Sir Riman. She’s a decent person.” Foliana liked the short, plump woman.

“It’s the best way to keep your leadership in the shadows, ma’am.” Sir Riman paused before adding, “And now you know someone you can trust should the need arise.”

Foliana smiled to herself at the simple truth. Mistress Zofia wasn’t spying on her; she was protecting the realm. In Foliana’s eyes, Zofia was now more than her royal seamstress.
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Queen Foliana sat in her favorite chair as the hypnotic flames danced in the fireplace. She was in her private drawing room outside her bedroom, the most secure place in the Palace. Only a few servants could enter here. Plus, her two confidants. She should be enjoying the company of Lady Janu and Sir Riman. But for the second evening, only Riman sat opposite her. She pulled her mind back from memories of her lady-in-waiting to concentrate on Riman’s update.

“The servant from Riverend is in the West Tower dungeons,” Riman said. “He hasn’t talked yet, but he will.”

“What do you expect him to say?” she asked, remembering Preem’s stories about how tortured people say anything to avoid the pain. “We realize who he worked for and what he sought to learn.”

“We seek confirmation. Maybe we’ll discover something we didn’t suspect.”

“Maybe you will hear something that isn’t true,” she said. “What can we do to free Lady Janu.”

“It will be dangerous to rescue Lady Janu,” he replied.

“We’ve never known you to shy away from danger.”

“I speak not of physical peril, ma’am, but the risk of the unknown. With the Academy’s involvement, the consequences are unknown, which puts other events in danger or beyond our control.”

Foliana thought about Sir Riman’s warning. The situation was more delicate than he could surmise. “Lady Janu knows things that Harpin can never discover. Facts we haven’t even told you, Sir Riman.”

“Yes, ma’am. It won’t be easy to free her. It may be simpler to take a different route.”

She glanced at him as he stared at the flames. She deciphered what he meant, but could she condone such an action? “The Defense Minister cannot deny the Queen access to any part of our city. And when we discover her, we can demand he releases her.”

“But at what cost? They would realize you knew she was there. It would reveal your connection to the spy ring. So, they would hunt it down to destroy it.” Riman paused. “Furthermore, King Tarik may decide Kefnu Palace is too dangerous a place to educate his grandson.”

The thought sent a shudder through her. “We must do something. Am I not the queen?”

“Of course, Foliana,” Riman replied. She watched his mind grapple with what to say. “But that’s more of a burden than a power. In the end, it will depend on several factors. How vital is the information she has?”

“If they discovered what she knows, it would destroy our chances of winning back our independence.” Even as her words came out, she realized she hadn’t given up on Preem or Brodia. Something in Janu’s confidence prevented her from accepting they were gone. She wouldn’t give up on Lady Janu either. Sir Riman promised to do whatever he could, so she thanked him.

Riman moved to a different concern. “I suggest we increase the guards protecting the princes. That is one piece of information I hope to extract from the servant: was he watching to kidnap Lady Janu or the princes.”

She stared at Riman. He was saying the plot could be against her two boys. Why did everything seem like an endless trap? More soldiers would scare them, but fewer would expose them. “Very well,” she said. “Disguise the extra guards as servants. We can play the game of spies too, Riman. Put something distinctive on their uniforms so we know they are our spies.”

Riman nodded his approval. “One last thing. You meet with Count Quon before the Royal Court tomorrow.”

“I will follow your advice by demanding Harpin replace the Ministers of Security and Defense.”

“We should request, not require. He won’t agree, but he may offer a compromise we can take advantage of. The Harpinian laws remain a confusion in Otanic. We need to get the more onerous ones removed.”

“Very well, Riman. I will ask only.”

As she sat in her chair, Foliana’s thoughts stayed with the missing Lady Janu. She’d been her faithful lady-in-waiting for over six years. They had been through the hard days after the Palace collapse, her pregnancies, and the Night of Magic Spearpoints. Foliana couldn’t imagine continuing without Lady Janu’s calm voice bringing her down from making some rash move. Many times, she talked Foliana out of dismissing Sir Riman for some minor infraction common in most men. Besides, Prince Ricard adored her. No, she wouldn’t condone killing her to keep her secrets safe.

She would take a more direct role in Lady Janu’s future.
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She sat in a poppy-red, high-backed padded chair near the fire in her public drawing room. This was where she met dignitaries in private, so the Palace kept it far from her secluded quarters. Sir Riman stood by the door. When the guard outside knocked, Riman let in the floating Grand Wizard Quon. She didn’t take her eyes off the dancing flames as she waited for the wretch to reach her.

“Your Majesty.” The Count completed an elegant bow.

Lifting her gaze from the fireplace, she stared at this loathsome man who’d killed her family. He carried Preem’s mastyon once again. It had been a couple of years since she last saw it, making her wonder why he brought it now.

“Welcome, my lord,” Foliana lied with diplomacy. “We see you require a walking staff once again. Is age catching up to you, my lord?”

“It was a tradition of Otanic’s grand wizards, your grace. I only repeat what they did in the past.”

“We doubt you mean to honor them, Count.”

“I apologize if it displeases you, your grace.”

“Many things displease us, my lord,” she retorted, certain he didn’t care in the least. It had become a part of their accepted conversations. “We thank you for attending to us today. How do things fair north of our border?”

“Well, ma’am. His majesty has expressed to me how much he misses his grandsons.”

“Our cousin is welcome to visit us in Kefnu,” she said, searching for an appropriate response to such an ominous statement. But Lady Janu’s treatment continued to plague her feelings. “We would be honored to have King Tarik see our Palace and how Otanic appreciates the help Harpin has been so gracious to extend to our poor realm.”

“I believe that the people’s appreciation is what gives King Tarik pause, ma’am. Especially after his son is no longer welcome in the fourth kingdom. He suggests that Crown Prince Katan accompany Prince Ricard to ensure his security for a state visit.”

“Our prince is too young for so long a trip, but we will consider the request, my lord. We would want assurances of his safe return.”

“I will convey your concerns, ma’am. But I’m aware that the safety of Otanic’s people is paramount to his highness.”

“Our citizens still remember the Pink Day, my lord,” Foliana said sharply, trying to move the discussion away from her four-year-old son.

“A regrettable error, your grace. The king concurs with your decision to exile Lord Faapin, and he has suggested a replacement Justice Minister.”

“We thank his grace for his interest,” she said, determined to avoid King Tarik’s intervention in how she ran her council. “However, we already have our new Chief Justice. A man of undeniable impartiality.”

“And a commoner, your –”

“We are also mindful that our cherished lady-in-waiting, Lady Janu, is missing,” she said to forestall any further discussion on the new Justice Minister. “We hear she was wearing a pink dress. Has Harpin begun another purge of our people?”

“I can but apologize again, your –”

“We are aware of your apologies, my lord. As we are of your inaction in this matter.” She stared at the man. A part of her was bloody-minded about Harpin’s reaction, almost willing them to kill her. But her children would not fare well under Harpin’s control. “Come, my lord. You must see that our communities are angry at the senseless murder of twenty-five women. Harpin must take steps to appease their concerns. The Defense and Security ministers have lost our trust in them to work in the best interests of our people.”

“King Tarik appointed those ministers, your grace. I do not have the authority to supplant them.”

“Then we will write our cousin on this matter to ask that he replace these ministers with someone more understanding of our people.”

“Very good, ma’am. Would your grace wish me to deliver this letter when I return to Harpin City?”

She thought for a moment. He would open any letter he carried, which might not even arrive. But if she refused, he would intercept any she sent another way. “We would be most appreciative, my lord.” The floating count bowed. “We still demand to know the reason for our lady’s arrest, Lord Quon.”

“I’m sure if they arrested Lady Janu, it was for good cause, your grace,” the Count said.

“Are you advising us you are unaware of why they arrested her?”

“I do not perceive the reason, ma’am,” Quon replied. “Nor do I know where she is, but I will investigate.”

Foliana watched the count, surprised to see he was telling the truth. It meant that something else was happening. Now, she wanted to end this meeting to ask Riman if he agreed with her insight. She moved the discussion to Riman’s last point. “You say she may have broken the law, but we are immune from our laws, and Harpin’s laws have no legal standing.”

“Your grace, we have discussed bringing these two sets of laws together. We have been close allies for six years. It is time to combine the laws. May I suggest appointing a minister of consolidation? Someone of your grace’s selection.”

“We will consider this, my lord. Keep us informed on Lady Janu. We bid you an excellent day, my lord.”
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thirteen
Rebel Raid


Azaly waited with the others near the narrow roadway leading to the forested foothills. With luck, the Harpin soldiers hadn’t tortured critical information from Todin during the short time they had him. Azaly guessed it was two hands from sunset when she saw them trotting along the narrow roadway that led into the foothills of the Western Mountains. She counted seven horses.

“Spread out,” she said. “Check if Todin is with them.”

To her eye, all the men wore the same light-blue coats, and no horse had doubled riders. Azaly picked a spot west of the village at the base of a gentle hill. They were far enough from the road to remain inconspicuous as they sat amongst bushes. She had planned to return after sunset to count the horses at the patrol house, but now they rode away.

“Did you spot him?” she asked Floman when he returned. He shook his head no. “Kaan? Lim?” They each shook their heads. “Good, then we try to free him tonight,” she said.

“He may be dead already, lass.”

“If he is, we’ll bury him proper. If not, we’ll rescue him.” She glanced at Lim, who nodded in agreement.

Floman seemed uncertain still. With the most experience, she wanted his approval. Was she wrong to force this plan? Her gut told her they should try at least. It seemed easier now as they sat in the daylight, but it may become impossible when they reached this patrol house. What would she say then?

Several hands after sundown, she led them back into the village. It seemed deserted, with few lighted windows, as people couldn’t afford to burn candles each night. They passed out of the village onto Twin Rocks Road. A full Prepio stood high in the night sky, while a faint Stimio was three-quarters full.

She stopped at the first house beyond the village’s edge to check if the paint was new. Even with a full Prepio, she found the colors washed out. She hadn’t thought of that in her plan. Creeping up to the building, she checked for hoof prints, finding none. This close, she saw the peeling whitewash.

“Not this one,” she said when she rejoined them on the road.

They walked on. The moonlight was enough to see houses within fifteen paces of the road. After a few minutes of muted walking, another building appeared. Again, Azaly sneaked along the path, only this time, she passed many hoof prints plus two piles of fresh dung. Should she touch one to check if it was still warm? She didn’t. But the whitewash was recent. The windows were dark; maybe the soldiers had deserted it. She hurried back to tell them she’d found the patrol house.

The rebels sat on their haunches as she decided what to do. Azaly was nervous, feeling a heavy weight of uncertainty push down on her shoulders. Then she realized this was her strength. Years on the streets meant she could creep around. As a street beggar in Kefnu, she always had her four survival tools: a knife with a cubbie for protection, lock-picking tools for stealing, and her begging bowl. Though she’d given up two, she still had her knife and picks.

“Stay here while I confirm if Todin is inside,” she said before duck-walking to the dark building. Of course, they’d locked the door, but she took out her picks. These country houses were easy. Inside, she squatted, waiting for her eyes to adjust. A faint snoring sound came from her left, so she’d try there first.

As she eased along, she avoided bumping into anything in the dark. The snores got louder until she guessed she was level with them. By reaching forward, she felt the metal bands of a holding cell. This was the point of no return. She should have paid more attention to how Todin sounded when he snored. If it weren’t him, then she’d have to run fast.

“Todin,” she whispered. Then she repeated his name a little louder. Seconds passed as her fear grew. The snoring stopped with a splutter. “Todin?”

“Who’s there?” a soft, raspy voice whispered. It could be Todin. She breathed her name. “You should get away.” This time, she was sure of the voice.

“Not without you,” she said as her confidence rose. She felt around the iron bands, searching for the lock. “Can you walk?” she asked as she began working on the lock.

“Yes.”

The lock clanked loud enough to wake a sleeping God. She swung open the creaky door. “Quick.” A light appeared across the house as a tall man exited a candlelit room. He had a sword in his hand.

“Get back in,” she whispered to Todin. He eased the cell door closed as she moved away from the cell. Azaly stopped when her back touched a wall.

The soldier came forward. “Stand still,” he bellowed at her.

As he passed Todin’s cell, he looked in. Todin stood there, hands in the air. The big man came on with his sword pointed at her. Creak. Todin’s cell door opened. The guard turned to counter the new threat, allowing her to charge with her pin.

Oof, she ran into the solid guardsman who was all muscle. Still, she swung her pin into his rib side. He threw her into the wall with a grunt, “Bitch!” Others rushed in. There was a brief scuffle before silence. She sat against the wall, dazed.

“Are you alright, lass?” Floman reached his hand to help her up.

“Yes.” Standing, she saw the dead soldier in the light of his own lamp. Lim tugged out her pin lodged in the soldier’s ribs. He wiped it clean on the soldier’s nightshirt. Drawing her knife out of bodies was becoming a ritual between them.

“We have to hurry away,” Kaan warned.

But she didn’t like the idea of leaving the body. She thought of Harpinian troops returning to take revenge on the villagers as they had on the pink women in Kefnu. “No. We take his body to the back so we can bury it. We will take his uniform with us. Make it look like he ran away.”

“Why?” Kaan asked, but Floman nodded in agreement.

“Let’s move before anyone else comes,” she commanded. With little nighttime left, she wanted to get south of the village before dawn broke. “I’ll relock the cell. Todin, find your bow.”

“C’mon, lover boy,” Floman said to Kaan. “Let’s find some shovels to dig a deep grave.” Floman winked at Azaly as he pushed Kaan out of the back door. “You doing good, lass.”

His words were unexpected. But as she let them in, Azaly realized she was the leader. For now, at least. She began thinking about a plan for the next few days. She still wanted to find her hero if the Green Wizard lived. They also needed to find a place to hide.

They assembled in the patrol house a hand later, ensuring any evidence of their presence was gone. Azaly asked Todin if the soldiers had injured him.

“Just punches or kicks; nothing is broken,” he replied. “Lim, I never told ‘em anything, so they don’t know about your sister.”

“Good,” Azaly said, deciding on her plan. “Lim, stay here to organize any resistance. The rest of us will head south. If too many strangers are in the village, they’ll get suspicious.”

“What’ll we do to the south?” Floman asked. “Ain’t nothing much to the south of Narbend.”

“We’ll move into the foothills. Hide in the forest there,” Azaly replied. “The people of Narbend remain convinced the Green Wizard lives. I mean to find out if that’s true.”

“Legends, lass. That’s all those rumors are.”

“That may well be true. But if she exists, she can change this wand into a weapon to win Otanic’s freedom.” Now that she’d decided, Azaly felt a different energy sweep through her. She had something important to offer these rebels, but she would also listen to their advice.
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fourteen
Arrox Cave


Jisana followed Haam up the wooded slope toward the source of the Jastur Stream. Brodia followed, lost in her thoughts. In the fortnight since rescuing Tresela from Sarn’s Cave, the precocious girl was never separated from both parents. Preem stayed at Home Cave today, watching his daughter with Ibun’s help.

Several hundred feet ahead, opposing mountain bases came together from each side of this narrow valley. The stream’s origins should be in there somewhere. This last unexplored valley offered the final chance for a way out of the Green Valley besides the aptly named High Pass, which would be dangerous for Tresela’s young lungs. Preem said they would spend a week walking along the beaches if they didn’t find a better exit. Brodia had been clear about the dangers of a beach route: no fresh water, no food, high tides, and exposure to the sun.

The slope into this last unexplored valley was steep enough to force her to use each tree to help pull herself up. It would be much easier if Brodia flew them, but as usual, she insisted on walking unless it involved an emergency or a cliff. Sometimes, the wizards were frustrating in their single-minded approach.

A few weeks ago, Preem declared they would leave Home Cave at the end of summer. Today, the sun shone from a rare cloudless sky. During the dry season, it still rained every two or three days. Her conical leather hat hung partway down her back from its leather cords. The warm sun invigorated her, making it a wonderful day for living.

Haam stopped at the rocky outcropping to wait for her to join him. Brodia was fifty feet behind, still dragging herself up the slope. Jisana smiled when Brodia’s lips moved; she must be chatting with Tresela through her wizard’s stone again. That little girl sure could talk.

Each of them felt a mixture of emotions at leaving this valley. The idea of seeing other people excited Jisana, but she also dreaded what she might encounter outside. Her determination to avenge Roon’s death hadn’t diminished during these six years of day-to-day struggle against Arrox or bears. Now she was a hardened young woman. How would she match up to the enemy soldiers? Did those soldiers occupy every town or village? Soon, she would find out how well Otanic survived under Harpin’s rule.

She ran her fingers across the metal handles of her throwing knives. Brodia flew Jisana to Narbend three summers ago to replace her seven worn out blades. The blacksmith also made the two telescoping wands. It took a while for the artisan to understand what she wanted, making her wish Preem was there to describe his idea.

She had five knives remaining, but those five were getting shorter after three years of sharpening. Her image of herself was rooted in knives heavy enough to slow a bear.

“Let’s explore,” Brodia said when she reached them at the rocky outcropping’s base.

Jisana followed Haam as he scrambled up the slope. At the top, she saw a stretch of sparse grass to another rock wall a hundred feet ahead. The ground looked flat, which was a pleasant surprise. She spotted beautiful deep-red flowers with golden-yellow tipped edges.

“Aren’t those pretty,” she commented to Haam once she reached ground level. She picked one to examine as they waited for Brodia to join them.

“Aye, they are,” Haam replied. “Reminds me of an officer in the Queen’s Guard. Golden epaulets on a poppy-red jacket.”

“I’ve never heard you so poetic. You must miss the Palace.” She clasped his arm to say she understood as he smiled. A moment later, Brodia stood beside them. “How’s Tres?” Jisana asked the wizard.

“Tresela’s fine. But she’s giving her father a hard time over learning her letters.”

Jisana wondered if mothers ever shortened their children’s names. She had always been Jisana to her parents but Jis to her school friends.

“Go ahead,” Brodia said after a moment. “I’ll catch up.”

Jisana walked with Haam to the next rocky outcropping before climbing to the top. She found a much longer flat stretch to another obstruction blocking their view. Glancing back, she saw Brodia squatting beside a Queen’s Officer plant to dig it out. A present for Tres?

After scrambling down the slope’s other side, she scanned the area from beside Haam. He pointed to a dark cave entrance in the rocky slope of the mountain. The stink was unmistakable.

“Arrox,” she said unnecessarily.

“I’ll look inside.” He drew his sword as he strode toward it.

She followed him, reaching for one of her throwing knives. “Be careful. We don’t have to fight them anymore.”

“I hate ’em,” he replied. “This could be our last chance to kill ‘em.”

The cave entrance was five feet above the grassy ground, so they both climbed up to stare into its darkness, where the Arrox smell was worse. Screams from behind sent chills down her body. But before she reacted, something pushed her hard. She slid down a scree slope into the blackness. Haam’s grunts came from beside her. She stopped sliding when she banged into a rock. She had her knife but couldn’t see any Arrox to throw at.

“Quick, this way,” Haam’s voice guided her through the darkness. “Behind this rock!”

High in the gloom, she saw the cave’s entrance, with the silhouettes of three more Arrox screeching in their high-pitched eagle calls. All three disappeared into the cave’s darkness.

Jisana waited for her eyes to adjust; never had she so wanted a cat’s eyesight. Or be deaf, so she didn’t hear the screeching inside the cave.

Rocks began bouncing off the boulder she hid behind with Haam. One banged into her shoulder, but the Arrox couldn’t throw hard.

“Jisana, Haam! Are you down there?” At the entrance, Jisana noticed the black outline of a human head.

“Brodia! We need help. It’s too dark to see ‘em,” she called out in reply. “For now, they’re afraid of us. Can you fly us out before they get more ambitious?”

“I’ll send for Ibun. He’ll be here soon.”

Jisana crouched with Haam behind the rock, wondering why Brodia summoned Ibun from Home Cave. Brodia could drive these Arrox off with her magic. Jisana’s eyes began adjusting to the dark as she peered around the boulder. Faint lights moved about in the darkness in pairs. The Arrox’s eyes gave off an eerie glow like the wizards.

“Take a peek,” she whispered. “I can see their eyes.”

A moment later, Haam agreed. “At least we can find the bastards.”

After several minutes of subdued screeching, Jisana observed the pairs of eyes fan out. Now she could count them. They faced six pairs of eyes.

“They’re getting ready,” she whispered as the eyes formed a half circle in front. She pulled a second knife from the leather bandolier Ibun fashioned for her. Haam had his sword ready.

The two outside pairs of eyes charged. Jisana threw her knife at the one on her side, trusting Haam to deal with the other side. The hairy monster piled into her, knocking her breath out, but she still swung her second knife into its belly. Once, twice, and thrice, she stabbed until she felt the creature’s dead weight on top of her. She pushed it off, getting on her feet for the next one.

The four eye pairs didn’t come any closer.

“What are they waiting for?” Haam asked.

She had no idea. Then more glowing eyes joined to broaden the semicircle. Soon, there were too many to fend off.

“Hey.” It was Ibun. She glanced up; he stood in the cavern’s mouth with a burning torch. He glided to the floor in front of her. She averted her eyes from staring into the torch’s light. The Arrox backed up. She counted nine hideous creatures with eight legs and heads sunk into their shoulders. They screeched in defiance.

“Get on my platform,” Ibun instructed.

Jisana remembered her knife. She couldn’t replace the custom-made throwing knives, so she pulled it from the dead Arrox that attacked her. Then Ibun lifted them from the cave to find Brodia pacing in the sunlight.

“Anyone hurt?” she asked over the screeches coming from the cave.

“Nothing bad,” Jisana called out. Haam agreed, saying he was alright. “They were throwing rocks at us,” she said. “After two died, they didn’t want to come too close to Haam’s sword or my knives.”

“Did you try to attack them?” Brodia asked. Jisana shook her head. “This may be their home cave,” Brodia said. “They’ll protect it with everything. But if you don’t attack, I guess they’ll wait for reinforcements.”

“Just like us,” Jisana replied, upset that Brodia hadn’t stopped the Arrox herself.

“If you’re not hurt, then we should continue exploring this area,” Brodia said.

“We’re at the end of the gorge already,” Haam countered. “Why not finish ‘em off.”

“We’ll be leaving the Green Valley in another month. It’s more important to find out where this valley ends.”

Brodia’s word still carried more authority than hers or Haam’s, so they had to forget about this Arrox cave. In truth, she’d had enough of killing Arrox anyway. Her right hand had splotches of orange Arrox blood on it. “C’mon Haam. I want the next thing I kill to be a Harpinian soldier.”
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fifteen
Discovered


“Form an ‘A’ with the stones,” he told his daughter. Once she’d finished, Preem fingered the alignment. “Don’t forget the bar here.” He felt it again. “Good, now draw it in the dirt.”

When Tresela completed the first three letters, he sensed her reaching out to Brodia. “Mama’s too far,” she said.

“Let’s surprise her tonight with all your letters,” he said. “You remember how to make a ‘D.’” A hand ago, Ibun flew away, leaving him without magical power. All he could do was immerse himself in Tresela’s lessons.

As he checked her perfect ‘D,’ Tresela asked, “Will I enjoy school, Papa?”

“Yes,” he replied. “You’ll have many friends to play with.” But her question concerned him. She would differ from the other schoolkids. Could she befriend the other girls who would view her as funny or broken? What about the boys? Tresela would play like a boy, but boys already saw girls as weaker by five.

How could he protect his precious daughter? Just doing so destroyed the purpose of letting her meet other children, creating a conundrum in his mind. Ever since they decided to abandon the safety of the Green Valley, he thought about Tresela at school. What was once his dearest hope was now his dreaded nightmare. Maybe that’s why Brodia remained reluctant to leave. Could she sense the challenges they would face assimilating their child into civilization?

As he guided Tresela in making the troublesome letter ‘G,’ he wondered where they should go. They all agreed it could not be Kefnu. Widemouth and Clovermouth were also impractical. Narbend stood out as the best choice, but Preem wasn’t convinced. Thinking about Tresela, he wanted to live where life was more demanding. The village of Lastin sat near the border with Harpin and as far from Kefnu as possible within Otanic’s borders. Tresela may fit in better where the winters were severe.

Tresela’s ‘H’ was like an ‘A,’ so he asked her to change it. He sensed her concentration waning, so he let her take a brief break on his lap. He wrapped her in his arms as he often did. Ever since they began talking through the d’dec, he became closer to his daughter. But without Ibun’s d’dec, he couldn’t ‘see’ or speak to Tresela in his mind. Mental talking was the greatest gift from the Gods to the Defenders of Vosj.

“I see men, Papa,” she said aloud, snatching him from his somber reflection.

“What do they look like, honey?” She described the men wearing blue coats as they walked up the valley. Harpinian soldiers! “Run through the long dark cave as I showed you.”

She moved away, then seconds later, she was back. “I’m staying with you, Papa.” He recognized that defiant tone. The crunch of soldier’s boots on the gravel of the dry stream bed meant he was out of time. “Alright, honey. Be quiet then.” He put his arm around his little girl.

Preem waited on the rock just outside the entrance to Home Cave. Seconds later, he caught the smell of unwashed men. The sound of their boots diminished as they became stealthy, which was tricky to accomplish near a blind man. After another minute, the men reached him.

“Who are you?” a gruff voice demanded.

“Jastur. And this is my daughter Tresela. Who do I have the pleasure of meeting?”

“Soldiers from Harpin, so you’d best be careful. I got instructions to report about the flying wizard we’ve just seen. Got no orders on bringing back prisoners.”

“Flying wizard?” Preem responded, giving himself a moment to think. The soldiers must have seen Ibun flying across the valley to reach Brodia. “A wizard who visits from Harpin has helped us a few times. Is that who you seek?”

“We ask the questions, old man. That rag on your face, are you blind?” Preem limited himself to a nod. He sensed the gruff man’s fear. Did they fear the wizard? “Where’d the flying wizard go?”

“I don’t know, doubtless back to Harpin.”

Preem felt the cold of a blade on his neck. “Realize this old man? I’ll kill you, then your child.”

“I’m scared, Papa.”

“Don’t be, honey. These men won’t eat you alive like the Arrox.”

He sniffed the heightened fear his words brought to the soldiers. He pulled Tresela back onto his knee to calm her.

“Again, where’s the flying wizard?”

“Like I said, I’m blind, so I don’t see them.”

The slap stung. Worst of all, he had not expected it. “Next one’s for your daughter. They warned us to look for wizards, and we’s been told stories about the rogue wizard in gray that ran away. Then we’s see the man flying outta this valley.”

It shocked Preem to discover these fools were still looking for the gray wizard. Brodia killed him six years ago. “I know nothing about colors. I can only say he had a Harpin accent.”

“More lies, I’m sure. Well, we’ll get you back where Wizard Criv can squeeze the truth from you,” the gruff voice said. “Tie ‘em up. We’ll start back right away.”

“My daughter guides me. She is no threat to Harpinian soldiers,” Preem said as he stood. Someone pulled his hands behind his back to tie them. He didn’t resist.

Preem let Tresela guide him down the rocky valley. All around him, he picked out the crunch of heavy boots. He would have to slow them.

The top end of the Green Valley, with the steep slope to the High Pass, was several leagues away. As Tresela led him through the pine trees, Preem kept his pace slow, stumbling along the uneven forest floor. He didn’t want Tresela trapped on the slope when night fell, so he managed the pace to reach the slope’s base close to sunset.

One time, Preem pantomimed a trip, falling to the ground. He made sure his daughter fell on top of him. “They only know about Ibun,” he whispered to her. “Don’t mention any of the others. Now help me up.”

Twice more, Preem fell over a rock or tree root. “I’m sorry, Papa,” Tresela said on his third fall.

“That’s alright, honey,” he said.

“Can’t you hurry?” the gruff voice called back.

“Good sir. I’m blind, and you’ve tied my hands. I cannot keep my balance so well.”

A moment later, a man stopped him with a palm to his chest. Preem felt the knife cut his bonds.

When they reached the bottom of the high pass, Preem said, “How many hands before sundown? It’s a long climb, but if we don’t make it over, the Arrox will feed on us overnight.”

“Shut up,” gruff voice replied. “What do you care? It won’t be pleasant where we’re taking you.”

“I care about my daughter.”

“I don’t. If she dies on the way up, I’ll be relieved. I only need to get you to Wizard Criv.”

“Without my daughter, you won’t have me. I can fall off a mountain or ravine as easily as anyone.” Preem let his words sink in. “I don’t know who Wizard Criv is, but I’m aware of the Count of Broditch. If he discovers you let me die before he could ask me questions, he will be unhappy with you. Now your men know this,” Preem said, keeping his tone light but loud enough for everyone to hear. “I’ve heard stories of wizards pulling off one joint at a time.”

“Shut up,” gruff voice said.

Preem waited for the leader’s decision. “The sun’s almost gone, Papa,” Tresela whispered. He pulled her close, telling her not to say another word as arguing with these fools only made them stubborn.

“Tie them up,” the nasty soldier ordered. “We’ll camp here tonight. No fire.” This time, they tied his hands in front.

All that night, Preem held Tresela in his arms, keeping her warm. She was nervous, so he sang her a childhood song he remembered about a talking fish swimming in the sea.

At last, she fell asleep, setting him free to develop a plan. He needed to leave a clear sign that the Harpinians had taken him over the High Pass. He smiled as he settled on the solution.
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sixteen
Clearing the Air


After leaving the Arrox cave, Jisana followed Haam along the rocky edge of the river’s gulley. She remained mad at Brodia for not taking the risk of rescuing her from the Arrox cave. Five hundred feet ahead was another rocky spur that the river rushed around.

As they reached the outcropping that marked the end of the valley, the path narrowed to a goat trail. Ahead, she heard the crash of falling water. The twenty-foot high wall of mountain stone would take several minutes to scale, exposing them to Arrox attack.

“We should climb one at a time. Unless our wizards would like to help,” she snapped.

“I’ll fly us all over,” Ibun offered, unaware of the tension.

Once more, magic picked her up. She sat down with crossed arms. She hated standing as she feared tipping over the edge she couldn’t see. Haam preferred to lie prone. The rocks were a few feet before her face as Ibun lifted her. At the top, an incredible view appeared. Ahead was a fifteen-foot tumbling waterfall; beyond that was a magnificent valley filled with pine trees. Beneath her, the stream rushed around the rocky outcropping. Soon, it would join the Roon River, named after Squirt, the boy-man who saved her from the streets of Kefnu.

She was looking at a new world, hidden from the already secretive Green Valley. This canyon must be at least a thousand feet wide and half a league deep. She spotted two mountains coming together at the far end, but there may be another gap through them.

“Wow,” she exclaimed. “What a sight.” The view suppressed her resentment for now.

“Beautiful,” Haam agreed, “but it may be swarming with Arrox. This is their valley. If we walk through that forest, we’ll be at their mercy. They’ll know all the best places to ambush us.”

Jisana stared at Haam for a moment. He was right, as these eight-legged monsters acted with uncreature-like intelligence. But his mentioning them also rekindled her resentment toward Brodia. “Who said anything about walking,” Brodia said. “We should be flying above the treetops.”

After Ibun settled his lifting hand at the top of the waterfall, Jisana went to the river’s edge to clean the orange blood off her hands. Then she splashed cold water on her face to wash off the dust and stink of the Arrox cave. “I don’t care about the Arrox. We’ll be done with this valley soon,” she said. “Meanwhile, we’re draining daylight.”

“Agreed. I want to see where this valley ends,” Brodia replied. “We can split into two flying groups.”

“Good. I’m going with Brodia,” Jisana stated. She stayed by the river’s edge as Haam got onto Ibun’s invisible platform, floating a foot above the rocky ground. Meanwhile, Brodia sat on her platform, waiting for Jisana to join her. “We need to talk,” Jisana said, not making any attempt to move.

“Go ahead,” Brodia said to Ibun. “Follow the valley’s right side. We’ll take the left. Signal if you find anything of interest.”

Jisana sat on the ground, waiting for Brodia to join her.

“I can see you’re upset,” Brodia began.

“By the Gods, I am. Why did you wait for Ibun?” Jisana kept her voice calm, though her frustration threatened to overwhelm her. Never had Brodia shown reluctance to join an attack when anyone was in danger. “You should have come to push the Arrox away, but if you’re afraid, just pick us up from the cave’s side.”

“Afraid? Is that what you think?” Brodia said. She began scratching the back of her neck nervously.

“What other words should I use? The monsters almost overpowered us when two of them attacked. If more attacked, I’d be an Arrox’s meal.”

“I had reasons you’d not understand.”

“Try me.”

“I couldn’t pick you out like Zenii can. I needed light.”

“Then fly in to kill the Arrox, or use your shield to hold ‘em off. You could have done more.” Jisana paused, reluctant to continue, as Brodia was a leader. However, her life was at risk, so she spoke her mind. “Who are you afraid for, yourself or Tres?”

“You’re not a mother, so you wouldn’t understand.”

Jisana thought momentarily before saying, “I can appreciate wanting to protect Tres while you’re carrying the unborn baby. But she’s a girl now. A separate human being.”

“She’s only five. She still needs her parents,” Brodia said as she sat beside Jisana. “I owe her the right to know her mother. You’ve told me many times about your folks. How important they were to you.”

“They died of the fever. But I survived.” Then she had another idea, "Is that why you wanted to stay in this valley?”

Brodia shook her head, but it didn’t convince Jisana. “I didn’t want to risk abandoning her? I should have rescued you both, but I delayed because I thought I could wait for Ibun. I won’t do so again.”

“I was ten when my parents died.” Jisana remembered those happy years playing around the palace kitchens. But the chilly dampness of living on the cobblestones suddenly replaced that joy. “I had no one. The chamberlain threw me out of the palace to live on Kefnu’s streets. But it strengthened me, so I survived,” Jisana said, carefully picking her words.

“You grew stronger, but you’ve also told me you were almost killed or died from the harsh weather many times. I would never risk that.”

Jisana wanted to agree with Brodia’s words because Tres awoke her mothering instincts. She craved her own child one day. But not until she’d avenged her friend’s death. Meanwhile, Tres was like the child she couldn’t have yet. Haam felt the same way. “Tresela will never be alone while any of us lives,” she said. “If only one lives, that person will raise Tresela as their daughter. Surely you know that?”

“Of course.”

“I will always risk my life to free Otanic from Harpin,” Jisana said. “But I need to know I can trust you to do whatever to help us win this cause.”

Silence fell between them as Brodia looked around. After a minute, she peered at Jisana. “I won’t put you in danger again by delaying.”

The episode in the Arrox cave also brought a different concern for Jisana. “When we traveled across Jongiloc after the palace fell, Haam and I were bodyguards for the two wizards. But you haven’t needed us for six years. As a grown woman, I feel useless here,” she said, pausing because she was unsure how to express her true feelings. “Maybe I should make my way with Haam because I won’t be your surrogate mother with Tres. We deserve our own fight against Harpinian rule.”

“I understand. We stayed in this valley too long. I also sense it’s time for a change, though the thought gives me nightmares each night,” Brodia replied. “When we leave at summer’s end, we will discuss going two separate ways.”

Satisfied she’d made her point, Jisana stood. “Fair enough. Now, let’s search for this valley’s exit.”

Brodia stood too. “Thank you, Jis.”

When Brodia reached out her hand, Jisana stepped up to the shorter woman to hug her, whispering, “We’re lost without the Green Wizard and the Grand Wizard.” After releasing Brodia, Jisana smiled, saying, “We’re draining daylight.”

Minutes later, she was sitting cross-legged on Brodia’s platform as she flew them over the pine trees to the left of the stream, running down the center of the hidden valley. The trees were sparse, and the forest floor a thick blanket of light-brown pine needles. The pine smell was a welcome change from the musky stink of the Arrox.

Halfway up this hidden valley, she spied a dark object in the trees on her left. She tapped Brodia’s arm to point at the massive shadow in the pine trees. After Brodia settled the platform on the grassy banks of the stream, she stood to stare at the long dark building through the woods. It stretched across the forest, making it a part of this woodland.

“Is this another Arrox home?” Jisana asked. Somehow, the group spent six years within five leagues of this valley without discovering its existence or secrets. When the Four Crowns formed, she saw herself as a bodyguard to the wizards. Now she dreamed of bigger things. “We should explore it to see if we’ll learn something useful about the Arrox.”

“Those creatures are monsters. But I’ll ask Ibun to join us,” Brodia said.

“How do you talk without speaking?” Jisana asked, curious about everything she once took for granted.

But she shouldn’t have bothered because she got the typical reply to her few questions about magic. “It’s hard to explain.”

“That makes it clear,” she grumbled.

“I’m sorry Jis. I send pulses to Ibun’s stone. Three pulses mean ‘come to me.’”

“I thought you were talking.”

“Tresela can talk to me through my d’dec. But Ibun isn’t advanced enough to do it. When you or I speak, we make sounds that vibrate in the air. Tresela and I make vibrations in our d’decs. We don’t listen with our ears but with our minds.”

“So, Tres is a wizard?”

Brodia paused before answering, “I guess so.”

“Then she could protect herself if she had her own wand?”

Brodia didn’t answer. Instead, Ibun appeared overhead with Haam lying prone beside him. As Ibun lowered to them, Jisana thought more about the little girl. If they had both wizard’s stones here, Preem and Tres would be defenseless back in Home Cave. Hopefully, the Arrox were too scared of the wizards to dare get close enough to discover they were magicless.
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seventeen
The Box


Once Ibun stood with Haam beside her, Brodia pointed out the dark object she saw from the air, though the trees almost obscured it down here.

“An Arrox building?” Haam asked, cupping his hands to shield his eyes as he peered into the gloomy woods.

“It could be, so we must be careful,” she warned them. “I’ll keep Haam and Jisana shielded so they can concentrate on seeing if anything is moving in this part of the forest.”

She pulled out her metal wand to its entire length. The telescoping wand was Preem’s brilliant idea. At times, she wished she had a stout walking stick, but this metal wand allowed them to conceal their power better.

From tree to tree, they crept as she maintained individual shields around Jisana and Haam; Ibun could look after himself. The building was several hundred feet long with a bowed shape, like a massive beer barrel lying on its side, but it was ten times too long for its width. She detected no windows in the building that was a uniform dull black.

As she got closer, she noticed mature pine trees reaching up around the curve of the base, giving the sense this building had stood here for centuries. History was never stimulating at school; now, she regretted not knowing more of Otanic’s ancient past. Was there a time before the wizards?

Soon, she was close enough to touch it. The barrel shape curve was easy to discern, though the base remained buried in the forest’s soil. Brodia looked along its length. Several pine trees growing around its curved side blocked her view. Still, she couldn’t see any distinct wooden staves associated with a barrel.

“What do you think?” she asked. “It doesn’t appear wooden.”

Jisana reached out to touch it. “It’s cool, like stone. But not rough like stone.”

Haam touched it too. “It’s metal.” He drew his sword to tap the side with the sword’s guard. The distinctive sound confirmed he was right. “Why waste so much metal on a house,” he added.

Brodia asked if they remembered stories that included a metal house. Ibun admitted to having the most schooling but recalled no stories of metal buildings. She agreed that using metal for a house was a silly idea. Brodia wondered if this came from before people wrote their history. “Maybe the Gods built it,” she said. “But they went somewhere else before the ancient people found them.”

“Then we should leave it alone,” Haam said.

“Let’s walk around it,” Jisana said. After living on the streets of Kefnu, she no longer believed in the Gods. Even Haam agreed circling it would not offend the Gods.

Brodia noted how much wider the middle was as they explored its length. She expected at least one door but found no gaps or changes in the dull metal surface. But when they reached its end, she found cones attached to the flattened end. They strolled along the other side, hidden from the Jastur Stream. This side was a mirror image of the first side until she noticed the black rectangular doorway five feet above the forest floor. A stunted tree had taken root in the entrance, reaching its trunk through the opening, ending two feet above the top of the opening.

The four of them stood staring at the forbidding entrance. She perceived nothing beyond the blackness. Her itch continued as if warning her to do something.

“If the Gods ever lived here, they left long ago,” Jisana said, glancing at Haam, who nodded his agreement.

“Light a torch,” Brodia said to Jisana. Haam drew his sword, saying he should go in, but she wanted to put her previous reluctance behind her.

Stepping up to the opening just above her eye level, she pushed the torch in but saw nothing. She floated to the entrance before taking a tentative step inside. The fetid stench of rotting vegetation assailed her nose; the floor was squishy from the matted dead pine needles. Around the inside, she encountered vines, making it hard to see more than a few feet.

To her right, a narrow passageway disappeared into the darkness. In front was an open area, devoid of anything except plants criss-crossing the putrid air. She turned right, holding the torch before her. She pushed through the vines, taking tentative steps along the corridor. After many steps, she was past the growth. The floor became firmer until she walked on a metal surface, past the reach of the rotting vegetation. She continued forward, breathing in shallow gasps to avoid the worst of the foul smell. The torch’s light didn’t penetrate far into the surrounding darkness as if the walls ate the light. She passed four openings on the inside wall; each led to an open room with metal frames.

She noticed the torchlight reflecting off a barrier that blocked the corridor ahead. When she reached the end, the passage turned left, leading to another doorway. This one opened into a larger space where she spotted a long metal shelf below a dark gray-brown light from the far wall. By peering closer, she realized she was looking at a window matted in pine needles on its outside.

Despite taking the time to study the room, she found it all very confusing. Was this room used to watch for any people or Arrox coming toward it? Why not windows along the corridor? These could only show one limited view of the area around the building. As she contemplated its purpose, she caught sight of a box resting on the floor. Picking it up, she found it heavy for its size, which was a cube a foot long on each edge. She heard something tiny rattling inside when she turned it over.

She engaged her d’dec to reach into the hollow cube with her d’sur waves. A wave of nausea swept through her head as she collapsed. She disengaged from her wand to stop the dizziness. It left her feeling disconnected from her body as she lay in the dust. After taking a breath, she pushed herself into a sitting position. It reminded her of the first time she sensed magic, making her wonder if this box was a different form of magic.

As she sat on the dust-covered floor, Brodia regained her senses. The dizziness brought memories of being that naive girl of her teenage years. Though living on her parent’s farm, she’d been alone as she fought to keep out of her father’s lecherous reach. Somehow, that trial had defined her nature. No one could give that spirit to her; she had to find it alone.

Jisana had a similar experience when she lost her parents at ten, so now she was a tough young woman. Preem told her of his youth as a short-runt bullied by the boys in his village. Adversity created a strong character, not security or a tranquil life.

As a mother, what did she owe Tresela? Was it safety, or was it strength to beat the world? Brodia saw the path she’d have to take if her daughter was to harness the power buried inside her. Brodia had denied what was obvious. Well, no more.
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While carrying the box, Brodia backed along the corridor to the entrance. She floated to the forest floor, welcoming the fresh air once more in her lungs.

“What did you see?” Jisana asked.

The itch disappeared as Brodia smiled at the teenager. “I found this box and my way,” she whispered, giving Jisana a conspiratorial wink. Then, in a louder voice, she told the others, “I observed dark corridors, empty rooms, strange things made of metal, including this box.” She held up the object, shaking it to reveal the faint rattle from inside.

“Any bones?” Haam asked.

“It looks like no one’s been inside for hundreds of years. It smells bad, but not like Arrox.” She felt the shift in her outlook, but when Haam asked if she found anything important, she shook her head. “No, Haam. We can move on. We should check this valley before returning tonight.” Already, the mountains put the entire valley in shadow.

She made a lifting hand to take them above the trees. Along the canyon’s eastern side, she swept the mountain’s base, searching for more caves. At the valley's end, she found the source of the Jastur Stream in several tiny streams running down from the mountains. A fifty-foot-high rocky slope marked the end of the valley. Beyond it were more mountains. Flying to the top of the gentle slope, she found a dry, rocky ravine leading around several mountains, creating a steep, narrow, but passable valley. In the distance, she noticed the foothills leading out of the Barrens. In the darkening sky, she understood how to leave the mountains through this valley.

She made a quick decision. “We’ll camp in the hidden valley for the night. Tomorrow, we’ll explore the rest of this valley for Arrox caves and the gully to see where it goes in the foothills.”

As Haam prepared the camp with Jisana’s help, Brodia sat with the box on her lap. She engaged her d’dec to reach out to the box. The powerful sense of nausea hit her again, threatening to make her vomit. She dropped the connection. The box blocked any attempt to sense what was inside, but otherwise, the box seemed harmless. She shook it to listen to the rattle. Whatever was inside, it couldn’t be bigger than a metallic pea.

As she examined the box, she found a seam around one edge. It might be a lid, but it wouldn’t budge, so she called for Haam’s help. With his strength, he forced the lid off. Inside she found the distinctive multi-sided shape of a d’dec that streamed d’sur waves through the box’s top.

Once she picked up the blueberry-sized stone, it began sending out d’sur waves all around it. It meant the enemy could find it and them, so she put it back in the box, and replaced the lid, stopping the waves. By now, the camp had settled around the fire, so Brodia set the box aside while she ate.

Later, as the others chatted about finding the gully or the metal building, Brodia experimented with the new d’dec inside the box. She discovered that attempting to engage the d’dec while in the box made her sick. She had to remove it in brief spells to seek a way into its dark cave that only existed in her mind. On the third try, she succeeded. Wasting no time, she rolled the imaginary stone in the cave onto a different side. The d’dec stopped sending waves. Relieved she was no longer a beacon for the enemy to find, she slipped the new d’dec into her pocket.

Soon, everyone was ready for sleep. This was her first night away from her daughter. Though Preem was with Tresela, Brodia had to tamp down her feelings of unrest. It must be a mother’s natural concern over leaving her baby alone overnight for the first time. She had to harden herself against the natural feeling of protecting her child from the world. The Green Valley had sheltered them for six years; it would shelter her daughter for one more night.
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eighteen
The High Pass


At the base of the High Pass, Preem felt Tresela stir before the soldiers. “Has the sun risen?” he asked her in a whisper.

“The sky’s lighter, Papa, but not blue.”

He asked her several questions about the men, learning they posted a sentry while the others remained asleep. It gave him a chance to give her some instructions for today. His daughter was part mountain goat, so he told her to climb fast near the top to force the troopers to ascend quickly too. “Don’t wait for me at the top,” Preem said. “Cross over to go down. But then stop to wait for us.” Of course, Tresela wanted to remain with him because she missed Mama. So, he convinced her this would help get back to Mama. “Now, pretend to stay asleep until the other soldiers wake up.”

Preem relaxed his mind before the coming ordeal. They could climb this slope, but at twice the height of the Roon Falls, his biggest fear was the air being too weak for Tresela at the top. So, sending her over the top should help. It would also force their captors to spread out or risk losing one of them. The words he exchanged with the gruff officer yesterday were a decent start. The man’s arrogance was a weakness he could exploit.

Soon the soldiers began stirring, and Preem smelled the meat they passed around. He waited, but they gave none to him or Tresela.

“Untie them,” gruff voice said. “We’ll leave right away.”

“Aren’t you going to feed us?” Preem asked.

“Why? I don’t care if you die on the slope. Remember that, old man.”

The officer was trying to recover from his loss of face yesterday. So, Preem reminded him of the reason for keeping both of them alive. “I’m sure this wizard you are taking me to doesn’t care either. He doesn’t care if he can ask me questions or not. Whether he can ‘squeeze out’ the truth about the flying wizard.”

Seconds later, the man pushed a length of dried meat into Preem’s hands. “Thank you, good sir.” He tore the strip in half and gave a piece to Tresela, saying, “Eat some, but make it last all day.”

He told Tresela to stay by his side when they began ascending. He’d climbed this slope three times, though this was his first time without his perception-sight. The soldiers would be tired when they reached the small outcropping near the top.

After a hand of climbing, thunder rumblings began near the coast before sweeping to the east. The group hunkered to wait out the fast-moving storm, which drizzled rain for ten minutes, leaving the rocks slippery. Even better, thought Preem.

For the next two hands, they scrambled upward. Preem slowed, acting unsure of where he was going on the treacherous rocks. They moved through an area of jagged rocks a few hundred feet below the outcropping near the top.

“Go faster now,” he whispered to his daughter. “Climb over the top, and don’t let the men stop you.”

He heard her climbing as she moved ahead of him. He did the opposite, slowing down. Soon, someone called out for Tresela to stop. Preem imagined she was already ahead of them, so it would be too late to block her. The more strident yells confirmed his hopes.

The crunch of three men stayed near him as others climbed faster to catch up to mountain-born Tresela. Soon, only two remained nearby. Then, near the outcropping, he had one soldier climbing beside him.

He climbed over the outcropping, about twenty feet of steep rock, but with plenty of places to hold onto. Checking for handholds, Preem slowed down further. The man beside him muttered, “Move quicker!” But Preem listened for the soldier’s feet. The soldier’s right foot was beside him, and when he heard the soldier reach up with his other foot, Preem kicked out, knocking his standing foot off the rock face.

A scream, then the sound of the trooper tumbling down the rocky slope. Preem doubted he’d stop rolling until close to the bottom. A bright blue patch on the High Pass, even Haam would see that message.

“Lieutenant! Huppen fell off!” someone called out.

Preem reached the top of the outcropping before stopping as a soldier slid down to him.

“What happened?” the lieutenant asked. His raspy voice meant he wasn’t good with the air at this height.

“Don’t know, I can’t see,” Preem replied. “I just heard him falling.”

“Should we go to help Huppen?” a voice higher up called down.

“He’s done for, and we must get over this cursed slope. Catch that girl before she disappears.”

Minutes later, they reached the top of the high pass, where the wind swirled around them. Preem listened as the officer asked after the girl. Tresela had started the descent and was already a hundred feet below them. Preem’s plan had worked, so he complied with the lieutenant’s request to order Tresela to wait for them. Lieutenant Gruff stayed beside Preem as the other men began the descent.

“These Barrens are deadly, Lieutenant,” Preem said softly. “You’ll have a better chance of surviving by using my experience. We both want to get out alive.”

“You’re my prisoner, old man. So don’t push your luck.”

Preem smiled as he began his descent. Pushing his luck was what he intended to do. He wondered how far behind Brodia was. Would she risk coming directly at them or finding a way around? His job was to keep Tresela alive until then.
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nineteen
Taken


Although everyone woke at first light, Brodia kept the group together after breaking their fasts. After her first night away from Tresela, she had to tamp down her irrational fears. So, instead of rushing her exploration, she would wait until the summer sun shone on the forest, giving several hands of sunlight to complete their exploration.

Brodia felt the itch on her neck for the second time in days. Yesterday, it started when Jisana fell into the Arrox cave with Haam. Brodia interpreted it to mean she shouldn’t go in herself. But the irritation persisted until she went into the strange metal building.

For years, the itch left her alone, confirming the safety of this green valley. When Arrox or bears stalked them, the itch stayed away. Then, it reappeared when the River swept Tresela toward the falls.

Now, it started for the third time. It expected some other action from her, but until she did it, the itch wouldn’t leave. Brodia wondered if it was related to Tresela, who she was already longing for. Meanwhile, she reasoned Preem could keep their child safe.

To keep her mind off missing her daughter, Brodia engaged Ibun in some friendly combat. He was to remain rooted on the ground with his wand extended to four feet – the longest distance he could control. Meanwhile, she flew around him with her wand extended to her maximum manageable length of seven feet. The extra distance gave her more power and the ability to maintain a grand wizard’s triple split.

He tried to knock her off her flying platform while she threw d’sur fists to break through his defenses. She circled him, forcing him to adjust his stance as her fists reigned down. He had developed into an accomplished journeyman wizard at the cusp of finding the three-way split, the first step toward becoming a grand wizard.

But he was still far from developing the shimmering d’sur fist, which changed frequency and could blast through any wizard’s shield. After ten minutes of sparing, she heard the rumblings of a storm approaching from the Western Sea. Before it arrived, she reminded Ibun of his ultimate goal by sending two shimmering fists from either side. She swept them through his shield, with one striking him on the head while the other plowed into his stomach, doubling the young man over.

Landing beside Ibun, who still gasped for air, she smiled unsympathetically. Preem did the same to her until she became so angry she learned the technique. “Are you practicing your changes in frequency?”

“Yes ... Brodia ... I ... am.”

“Good. Stretch out your tummy; it will help.” After stretching, he asked if a shimmering block would stop the shimmering spearpoint. She smiled at the obvious question that had a disappointing answer. “No. It’s impossible to shimmer the shield at the same frequencies as the weapon being used.”

“So, you can’t stop it,” Ibun’s voice still wheezed as he fought to get his breathing under control, “except by killing the sender before they use it.”

She slapped him on the back, “You must be quicker than a dragonfly.”

A drizzle fell as the thunderstorm passed over them. “Cover the others,” she instructed Ibun, forcing him to act despite recovering from her attack. Wizards should always be capable of controlling the waves.

Under Ibun’s shield, her thoughts turned again to Tresela. Yesterday, her heart came to accept that leaving this valley was best for her daughter’s development. She imagined the precocious girl playing with the other girls in her school. She would be the center of attention with as many friends as she desired. Even the boys would like her. The biggest question is what village they should live in.

Preem would choose Narbend, full of poor people and secluded by the mountain’s foothills. But after growing up on a poor farm, Brodia wanted something better for Tresela. North of Narbend was the wealthy village of Castin, the center for milling grain. The prosperous people lived in colorful houses. It too, was close to the foothills, offering a chance to escape dangers. Brodia smiled at the thought of owning one of those majestic windmills that dotted the fields around Castin. It would be a tough conversation with Preem, but she remained convinced this was the best place to raise their daughter.

The rain only lasted ten minutes, and the sky brightened once the clouds rolled over the mountaintops. Brodia put aside her plans for Tresela’s education so she could organize the survey of Jastur’s hidden valley. Ibun would fly Haam over the forest west of the stream while she flew Jisana over the eastern section. They were looking for more buildings or Arrox roaming through the trees.

Brodia flew slowly, sitting cross-legged with the mysterious box beside her. Ibun kept pace with her. She felt heartbroken whenever she hurt him, though the necessity was real. But although Ibun knew how the lesson would end, he never declined the chance to improve. The same happened with her studies under Preem; she never refused, even though he often reminded her she was far from his level still.

Below her, Brodia saw the strange building buried among the trees. This high, she saw its end tapered to a blunt point, which was a most unusual design for a house. She wondered again why someone had built it here in a remote valley, long since abandoned.

At the top of the hidden valley, Brodia rejoined Ibun, flying just feet apart. Both sat cross-legged in the center of their lifting hands. Brodia pointed toward the rocky rise that defined the end of the valley. Over the top, they flew in a tight formation, following the slope to a gully winding around the mountains toward the east. Brodia imagined it would hold a torrent of rushing water during the winter rains, making it impassable.

The two wizards followed the gulley until it flattened. Ahead were the foothills, marking the end of the Barrens. During the summer months, this offered another exit from the Green Valley.

Turning around, they flew back. “Look for caves,” she called to Ibun, pointing to the southern side of this barren valley. She directed her lifting hand to check the northern side. A hand later, they returned to the hidden valley. Judging by the sun’s position, it was the middle of the afternoon.
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At last, she could ease her concerns for Tresela by returning to Home Cave. As soon as she turned her lifting hand to fly home, the itching on the back of her neck stopped. It left her with an ominous dread as she flew fast across the Green Valley, twenty feet above the tops of the pine trees, angling toward Home Cave on the other side of the Roon River. As she entered the shadows of the narrow Sarn Valley, she expected Tresela to send a hello through her d’dec.

Landing by the cave’s entrance, silence greeted them. “Tresela. Zenii!” Brodia called out.

Jisana ran into the cave, calling out for Tresela. Moments later, Ibun landed beside Brodia with Haam.

“They aren’t here,” Brodia said. She dissolved her lifting hand, holding the strange box in her hand.

“They may be hunting,” Haam said. But she doubted Preem would risk leaving this spot with his daughter as he was bat blind without a d’dec.

“I’ll search the valley,” Ibun said. He flew out with Haam lying prone beside him.

Brodia watched as Jisana searched Home Cave, absent-mindedly drumming her fingers on the box. The fire was down to embers, another worrying sign. She forced herself to wait for Jisana to finish checking the cave. On the ground, she spotted the letters scratched large in the dirt. ‘A,’ through ‘H’; Tresela had been practicing but hadn’t finished. Preem wouldn’t let her get away without finishing the lesson. Brodia’s heart sank further.

Jisana stepped out of the cave, shaking her head. Brodia told Jisana to check Sarn’s Cave while she joined Ibun to search the main valley. Floating at the bottom of Sarn Valley, she scanned the sky until she found Ibun sweeping the forest toward the top end of the valley.

After Tresela got lost in Sarn’s Cave, Brodia sewed a silver-stone into Tresela’s clothes. Now Brodia reached her scan across the entire valley, seeking that silver-stone. When her scan crossed the strange box on her lap, Brodia felt nauseous. In frustration, she tossed it into the trees. Brodia continued scanning the entire valley for the disturbance the silver-stone would create in her d’sur waves. Nothing. Not finding it anywhere meant her daughter was no longer in the Green Valley. Still, she needed to make sure. So she flew to the western end. Brodia rose to a hundred feet before beginning a systematic sweep across the valley, starting at the Roon cliffs.

Brodia was still searching when she got the triple pulse from Ibun. He’d found something. As she raced back up the long valley, she detected his d’dec flying toward her. She saw someone dressed in light blue lying flat on Ibun’s flying platform beside Haam. She followed as Ibun flew to Home Cave.

“I found him near the bottom of the High Pass,” Ibun said as he settled on the valley’s rocky floor. “He’s close to death.”

Brodia wrapped the unconscious soldier in a cocoon before floating him onto Preem’s bed. Haam followed the Harpinian soldier into the cave to tend to his injuries.

“Did you see any sign of Tresela or Zenii?” Brodia asked Ibun.

“No, but I guessed this trooper may know something if he lives.”

Haam knelt beside the man, checking his limbs. To anyone’s surprise when they saw the massive Haam, he had a knack for healing people. “He’s broken both legs,” he stated as he straightened them out. “Broken ribs could be puncturing his lungs, plus I see dried blood on his head. I don’t think he’ll live much longer.”

“He must have fallen off the High Pass. He’s lucky he’s still alive,” Ibun said.

“And lucky no Arrox ate him.” Brodia paced beside the kneeling Haam. “Will he recover consciousness?”

Haam shrugged as he replied. “All we can do is wait. I’ll set his bones as best I can.”

“Take off his uniform first,” Brodia ordered. “Ibun, I want you to wear it with his sword in case the bastard wakes up.”

Anxious about Tresela, Brodia paced about the cave. She’d swept the entire Green Valley for the silver-stone, so she was sure her baby wasn’t anywhere in the valley, but this man knew the answer to the mystery.

By the evening, Jisana had returned from Sarn Cave with no news. Meanwhile, the soldier hadn’t woken. They reignited the embers into a fire to warm the cave and have a light meal. Haam warned them that the soldier had a fever. He doubted the injured man would survive tonight.

“I need him awake long enough to tell me what happened to my daughter. Then he’s welcome to die.”

During the night, the broken man moaned in pain. Ibun knelt beside him. “How do you feel?” he asked.

The soldier turned his head to study Ibun; his eyes settled on the light blue jacket. “Like shit,” he mumbled. Ibun asked what had happened. He replied, “We were climbing out when the blind man kicked me off the rocks.”

“What about the little girl?” Ibun asked, keeping his voice soft.

“She was further up.”

“Why were you taking them?”

“We spotted a flying wizard, so we checked it out and found the old man with the little girl.”

“You did good.” Ibun patted the man’s shoulder to keep him talking. “Where were you taking them?”

“Narbend,” the man gasped. The soldier was fading fast. Ibun leaned down to hear the man. “Lieutenant Glepan was taking him to Wizard Criv.”

Ibun twisted his head to glance at Brodia, raising his eyebrows to ask if she had more questions. She mouthed, ‘How many men?’ Ibun asked the Harpinian this question, but he had already drifted off to sleep.

“We leave tomorrow morning,” Brodia said. “They have a two-day start on us, but it won’t be enough.”

“We’ll get Tres back,” Haam said.

“We’ll rescue them both,” Brodia corrected. “The two people I love the most are out there.”
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twenty
The Gorge


When Preem caught up to Tresela who was waiting partway down the High Pass, she said, “I’m scared, Papa.”

He rested his hand on his daughter’s shoulder, letting her guide him. “It’ll be fine, honey. I won’t let them hurt you.” He didn’t tell her about the soldier he kicked off the High Pass less than a hand ago.

He listened to Tresela’s light steps as she slid-walked down from High Pass. She had waited at the big rocks for Preem to join with the Harpinians. Now the group picked its way through these boulders that reached Preem’s waist, giving him something to guide his steps. The wind didn’t blow as hard, allowing him to distract his daughter from her fears. Although she moaned about doing her counting lessons, he had her count the soldiers. There were six. He wished for more so they could hold off the Arrox should they decide to attack.

“Count your numbers backward,” he told Tresela to keep her young mind occupied. She started with twelve, the highest number she knew. She struggled initially but got better.

“Can you go faster?” the gruff-voiced Lieutenant called out.

“These rocks are treacherous when wet,” Preem replied. “You've already lost one soldier on these slopes. You’ll need all your men.”

“Are you threatening me, old man? Do you think a decrepit blind man with a little girl causes me concern? Or are you expecting the flying wizard to help you?” the Lieutenant said. Then he stepped closer to say in a menacing tone, “If I see anyone flying, I’ll enjoy skewering you both myself.”

“You’ve heard of Arrox?” Preem asked. “Well, you’ll need all your men to fight them off.”

“Stories to scare children. You can’t frighten me with those old tales,” the officer said. But Preem’s blind man’s ears picked up the nervous tinge to his words.

It took time to pass the large rocks dotting the bottom half of the High Pass. At last, Preem sensed the ground under his feet flatten out. Soon, the surface sloped up to his right. The lieutenant must have them walking at the edge of the narrow valley.

“Can you see the sun?” he asked Tresela, keeping his voice low.

“No, Papa. It’s behind the mountain we came down.”

When he asked how long the shadow of the high pass was, her answer revealed it would soon be dark, so he warned her, “Stay close to me when we stop.”

The first eagle screams began soon after, as the air cooled down. After six years, Preem could tell the difference between eagles and Arrox. These piercing cries didn’t come from creatures with wings. Still, he walked on without making any comment. Tresela strode beside him, squeezing his hand. She knew what hunted them.

“I hear ‘em, but I can’t find no birds,” someone said from nearby.

“Shut up, Laan,” the Lieutenant barked out. “Keep your mind on getting out of these accursed Barrens.”

A few moments later, Tresela said, “I spotted one, Papa.”

“Spotted what?” the Lieutenant demanded.

“Arrox, she saw an Arrox,” Preem replied, keeping his tone calm for Tresela’s sake. Without his magic, he was helpless against them.

“Where?” Then the Lieutenant cursed. He must have seen one too. “What is that thing?”

“They have eight legs but use the front ones to throw rocks or other weapons,” Preem said. He remembered his disbelief when he first saw one as an apprentice to the grand wizard Sarn the Sage. “They’re fast.”

“What should we do, Lieutenant?”

“Shut up!” the gruff Lieutenant snapped back.

“We should move away from the mountain’s slopes so they can’t jump on us from above. They’ll be reluctant to attack in the valley’s center,” Preem advised.

“Yeah. So, your flying wizard can find us.”

Preem moved toward the sound of the lieutenant’s voice, and for those ears alone, he said, “You see your enemy, Lieutenant. You should first guard against what you can see will kill you.”

The lieutenant didn’t respond, so they continued walking along the valley’s edge. Soon, the Arrox’s screams got closer.

“Can you count the Arrox, honey?” Preem asked his daughter. This time, he spoke loud enough for them all to hear him.

“Nine,” she replied after a minute.

“Sufficient to swamp us.”

A minute later, the lieutenant ordered the men to move into the valley’s center, away from the rocky slopes.

After several more minutes, the lieutenant stopped the day’s marching. With no wood for a fire, the group huddled close to keep warm. Preem had Tresela lie against his chest as he wrapped his coat around her.

“I’m scared,” she said, knowing the Arrox also enjoyed night hunting.

“Hush now,” he said aloud. Then he whispered, “They’re terrified of your papa, so they’ll leave us alone.”

She snuggled closer; soon, he felt her relax. He just hoped his words were true. Being magicless was wearing him down. Once before, he had no d’dec, but at that time, it concerned himself only. This inability to protect his daughter snared his mind, making it hard to think with clarity.

Brodia should know they’re Harpin prisoners by now. But how would she reach them? Flying over the High Pass would allow the soldiers to see her unless she flew at nighttime. His failure to teach her perception placed them all in jeopardy, but he could do little about it. So, he put his trust in Tresela’s mother as he tried to quieten his mind to find some sleep.
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Preem let Tresela guide him throughout the next day. So far, the Barren’s topology dictated the lieutenant’s route. Still, he asked his daughter to describe the location of specific peaks he used as guides through this inhospitable land. They moved downward along gentle slopes. The Arrox’s cries dropped off behind them as the monsters gave up the chase.

He took the time to plan his next move when they stopped for a brief break at midday. The gorge offered an excellent chance to ambush these soldiers. Brodia could wait where they crossed using the two flat rocks.

After restarting their march out of the Barrens, Preem asked his daughter to guide him to the lieutenant. “We’ll soon reach a deep gorge, Lieutenant,” he said without malice. “I’m aware of an easy place to cross.”

“Don’t take me for a fool, old man, ‘cause we’ll find our way without your interference.”

Preem shook his head. The officer would come around to his plan soon. The eagle calls continued to resonate through the valleys. However, he recognized these came from the feathered hunters; the Arrox had returned to the High Pass. “The Arrox have abandoned the chase,” he said, trying to win over the officer. “Those cries now come from eagles.”

The lieutenant didn’t respond at first. Then he said, “Are you certain?”

“After living a year in this land, I can tell the difference,” Preem assured him. “It seems you will succeed in your mission, sir. Have you ever met this Wizard Criv?”

“The green-sash flew us from Kefnu and is the strongest wizard after his lordship.” Then the Lieutenant paused, adding, “You’ll not enjoy meeting him. He’s a ruthless killer.”

Preem thanked him for the warning before slowing to let the officer move ahead. Harpin sent these men to find a wizard hiding in the mountains. He wondered if they realized they were being sacrificed to find the Gray Wizard, who died six years ago. Wizard Criv knew the soldiers had zero chance against a journeyman wizard.

Preem smiled to himself at the valuable information he had. Once again, he was empowered. All he needed to do was keep Tresela safe until the gorge. Though the Barrens were cold, he remained warm in his mountain coat made from the skins of two Arrox Jisana skinned last year. Ahead, he discerned the faint rush of the river in the narrow canyon. It wouldn’t be long.

Soon, the others heard the rushing waters of the gorge too. Several minutes later, Tresela stopped.

“Laan, go upriver; find a suitable place to cross,” the Lieutenant commanded. “Klinan, go downriver. Check it out for a quarter league.”

As the two soldiers reconnoitered the canyon for a crossing place, Preem whispered to Tresela, “Describe the river in front of you. Do you see rocks in the middle?” When she told him no, he asked her to turn away from the gorge. “Hold out your arm ... Now, is your arm pointing at the mountain?”

“No, Papa. It’s pointing beside the mountain.”

He crouched behind her to place his outstretched arm next to hers. “Push my arm until it’s pointing at the top of the mountain.” Tresela pushed his arm five inches to his right. “Good job, honey. We can cross half a league upriver from here.”

He waited for the soldier’s return. One said they’d seen a large rock in the river several hundred paces downriver. The other soldier found nothing upriver.

“We’ll try out this rock,” the Lieutenant said.

“Papa knows a way,” Tresela called out.

The crunch of the lieutenant’s boots was followed by a slap and cry from his daughter. Incensed, Preem jumped at the sound of the lieutenant’s breathing, knocking him over. Seconds later, muscular arms pulled him off the officer. Tresela sobbed beside him, but for now, he had to make sure they never hurt her again.

“Don’t touch my daughter again.”

“Or what, old man? If I kill you now, I’ll never think of you again.”

Preem brought his anger under control. “Why were you sent to the valley? To gather important intelligence for the grand wizard,” he reasoned. “You could be rewarded for my knowledge, and yet you’ll let that all go to satisfy your petty urge to kill.”

“Makes sense, Lieutenant,” one man said.

“Shut up, Klinan!”

“I have knowledge worth more than all your lives,” Preem said, applying more pressure.

“You must be lying, as no spy would admit what you said.”

“I won’t release my information to you. You don’t even realize what questions to ask,” Preem continued. “But I’ll trade it for my daughter’s safety with someone who can protect her.”

“If you want your daughter to live, you’d best behave, old man.”

“If you touch my child again, I’ll force you to kill me, and your men will know what you did. So will your commander unless you kill all your men too.”

“Move on, Klinan. Show us this crossing,” the Lieutenant snarled.

Tresela was still crying, so Preem reached out to pull her into him. “You’ll apologize to my daughter first.” Then he whispered to Tresela, “It hurts, I know. But it’s over now, honey.”

The lieutenant said nothing, so Preem waited, holding Tresela as her sobs slowed. Finally, the Lieutenant mumbled, “I’m sorry, little girl. But it’s best if you remember who’s in charge.”

“He won’t hurt you again,” Preem whispered. “You were a brave girl.”

As the group moved off, someone grabbed his arm. The Lieutenant muttered, “I’ll kill you if you or your daughter undermine me, and to hell with the consequences.”

“I know this terrain,” Preem whispered back. “Next time, ask me in private. I’ll help get us out of here without your men knowing I’ve helped.”

The lieutenant didn’t respond. But Preem sensed he’d made his point. Hopefully, Brodia would soon make any bargain moot.

Minutes later, the group stopped again. “Do you see a flat rock?” Preem asked Tresela.

“A big rock in the river, but it’s pointed like our hats.”

The lieutenant ordered Klinan to jump to the other side using the boulder. Preem waited. The cry came from the near distance before the rushing waters drowned it out.

Preem reached his mind to find Brodia. Had she knocked the soldier into the river? He was disappointed that he felt nothing. “Do you feel Mama?” he whispered to Tresela. But she sensed nothing too.

“Where’s this better crossing?” the Lieutenant asked, keeping his voice low.

“What’s your name, Lieutenant?”

“Glapen.”

“Well, Lieutenant Glapen, there’s a perfect spot a league upriver,” Preem answered, keeping his voice low as he exaggerated the distance. “You’ll find two flat rocks to use.”

“Laan, lead us upriver. Let’s determine if this old man knows this gorge,” Lieutenant Glapen called out. “If not, I’ll throw him in myself.”

The group set off at a slow pace. Preem kept his mind calm as he reached out, searching for the mother of his daughter. It took a while before Tresela said, “I see them, Papa. Two flat rocks in the river.”

A few minutes later, the lieutenant ordered a soldier to climb into the outer gorge. This part had a ten-foot-wide shelf before dropping to the river that hurried down the valley. Moments later, the lieutenant told him to climb down.

“Take your time,” he told Tresela. Jumping these stones was suicidal for anyone blind. Standing on the lower shelf, he held Tresela’s hand, which was shaking. Squatting beside her, he had to shout above the river’s roar. “You must guide me. Shown me where to jump.”

“Laan, jump onto the rock to help the old man.”

Tresela led him to the edge so Preem could feel where the rock ledge ended. He took three steps back before running two steps and jumping high. He landed on the hard body of Laan.

“Catch my daughter, please,” he yelled to Laan.

Within a few minutes, he completed the next two jumps to stand on the opposite side. He forced his mind to relax; this blind leap was one of the scariest things. Of course, he’d faced death before, but now he could think about it. Worse still was the fear for Tresela. He climbed from the gorge, asking if the lieutenant was over yet.

“He’s coming now,” a man’s voice said from nearby.

“I’ve been through the foothills several times before,” Preem said to the voice. “You can trust me to help get my daughter to the safety of Narbend.”

“Alright, old man,” the same voice said.

Of course, Preem didn’t expect to reach Narbend. Brodia hadn’t come, which was disappointing. So, for now, he was alone. The fear of crossing this gorge rekindled his sense of duty to Otanic. The old Defender of Vosj had awoken. Now, he had to get Tresela through the deadly wolves hunting grounds.
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twenty-one
Pursuit


She slept in fits, if she could call it sleep at all. The half-dead Harpinian soldier had revealed the devastating news that they had kidnapped her family over a day ago. Now, her mind would not give her peace enough to sleep.

Whenever she woke, Brodia cursed the night for not being dawn yet. So, the longest night dragged on. Sometime during the night, she gave up the pretense of sleeping to sit cross-legged on the flat lookout rock by the entrance. Behind her, the others slept while the Harpinian soldier lay on Preem’s bedding. She must decide which way to go. Should she catch up or swing around so they walk into her trap?

The obvious answer was to use the most direct route to pass them. The soldiers would cross the Barrens, so she could kill them if she caught them before the forested foothills. She didn’t know how many Harpinians she faced, but she could handle sixteen with Ibun doing the flying. She decided the gorge offered the best chance because there was only one way to cross it. Her biggest challenge was getting past them without being seen.

As she made plans to slip by them, she felt an itch on her neck. Scratching it, she thought about its meaning. Why now, when she was making her plans to overtake the soldiers who took her baby? It must mean she had to find the best plan to catch the soldiers.

She waited, deciding that a watched sky never lightened, and an itch was a maddening way to communicate. At last, as the sky brightened, she heard stirring behind her. The group’s rock, Haam, got up first. Without glancing back, she listened to him moving around Home Cave to check on the soldier.

“He’s dead,” he announced with indifference.

“Good.” The Harpinian was no longer a distracting problem. “I want to leave. You have one hand to clean out Home Cave. We’ll keep the soldier’s body with us. Bury or hide whatever we don’t take.”

From her lookout perch, her thoughts remained with little Tresela. No bigger hole existed than the one in her heart with her baby missing. She must decide on the right approach. Preem was blind without a d’dec, but he would help if she got a d’dec close to him. But if they spotted her, the soldiers would kill her loved ones. The itch continued. If she flew too high for them to see her, she could drop the other d’dec for Zenii to use. But high enough for them to not notice her meant not finding Preem. The itch continued.

They could only cross the gorge at the two rocks, so she could fly around to that spot. But the ground near the gorge was too open to hide in. The itch continued. Damn it! What else was there? She relaxed her mind. Ambushing them was best, but maybe she shouldn’t swing past them.

“What’s the plan?” Haam asked, breaking into her dilemma.

“We ambush them at the gorge. We know where they must cross, so we wait on the other side.” Brodia stared at Haam, seeking his agreement.

He shook his head after thinking about the problem. “They may have passed the gorge. We can’t be certain where they are, and the Barrens are too open to get close enough before they spot us. But if you fly around them in the mountains, the Arrox will betray our position.”

The man had an excellent point, which annoyed her. She wanted the direct approach but now realized it had too many flaws. She would use a different tactic. The itch stopped. She thanked Haam for the advice as he returned to the cave to finish preparing to leave.

Brodia convinced herself that she would know if something happened to Tresela. She felt no sense of loss, so her daughter still lived. But was she scared? Was Preem still alive? Preem was blind, and Tresela was only months past her fifth birthday. She imagined them walking side-by-side through the Barrens, crossing that gorge before disappearing into the foothills. Preem couldn’t physically protect Tresela, though she had no doubts he would lay down his life to do so.

Meanwhile, she mustn’t rush in like a dog chasing a rat. Otherwise, the soldiers would kill Preem or Tresela. That she loved Preem was never in doubt; she owed everything she was to his choosing her seven years ago. Her friends once laughed at her farmgirl dreams of adventure, but not anymore.

Before her deadline, the others were ready. After extending her wand to form her lifting hand, she wrapped the dead soldier in a cocoon, lifting him to lie beside her. Muscular Haam lay prone on her other side while Jisana sat cross-legged with Ibun behind her. Ibun still had the dead Harpin soldier’s sword buckled at his side. Otherwise, they were all dressed for the road, with their blankets strapped diagonally across their backs.

Looking back through the cave, she found no signs anyone lived there. A sense of pride rose in her chest. The wizard’s way lived in them all. Always ready for action, determined to engage any problem with intelligence. In truth, she preferred life on the road.

“Are we going over the High Pass?” Ibun asked. Brodia shook her head no.

“What’s the plan?” Jisana asked.

Brodia had expected Jisana to be skeptical, so Brodia described her ideas. “We must find them before they hurt Tresela. We know they think the Gray Wizard lives and expect a flying wizard to come after them. Instead, we’ll go to Narbend to ambush them.” She saw Haam nodding beside her, so she patted him on the shoulder.

“And after we get Tres back?” Jisana asked.

Brodia glanced at the young woman pushing her hard over a plan. Following a lengthy night of reflection, Brodia knew what they must do, though she didn’t know how. “Tresela will never be safe while Harpin rules our lands. So, we fight to push them out. However, ruling Harpin isn’t wise, as it creates the same resentment. I only want to pull Harpin’s sharpest teeth.”

“Good,” Jisana said with a nod of her head, “then we’re draining daylight.”

After raising the lifting platform to treetop height, Brodia glided over the valley, swerving around any taller trees. As she crossed the Roon River, she wondered when next she’d see this fast-flowing river named after the one-armed apprentice lost in the collapse of Kefnu’s Palace. The Green Valley was no longer a sanctuary for them, safe from Harpin’s attention.

Ten minutes later, she eased the platform along the path of the Jastur Stream toward the hidden valley. She stopped outside the cave where the Arrox lived. “They have to eat too,” she said before tossing the soldier’s body into the cave. “Now, they’ll never find his body.”

The Arrox’s screams followed them as she passed around the bend into the hidden valley.

Through the valley, she flew, raising the platform to clear the treetops, confident that no human eyes watched in this unknown valley. Once she crossed the low pass at the valley’s end, she moved along the dry gulch. For a hand, she flew the group over the rocky, lifeless land, dwarfed by the snow-capped mountains that dominated this land.

What surprised her was the dryness of the gully. They passed several places where scree from a mountain had slid across the rocky bed, implying that this route out of the Barrens hadn’t seen a flood in centuries. This was easier than the High Pass, making her wonder if it qualified as a way to ‘earn’ their right to visit the Valley of Towers.

When the pine forest’s edge came into view, she dropped lower to skim over the land before stopping the lifting hand inside the first line of trees. This was the second time she’d left the obscurity of the Western Mountains in six years.

“Ibun, fly us through the trees,” she instructed. “Take your time, as I don’t want anyone seeing us above the trees.”

At Ibun’s slower pace, it would take them another two hands to reach Narbend, which would be days ahead of the Harpinian soldiers, assuming they had horses to ride out of the foothills. But even at this moderate speed, Ibun pulled them through ten leagues each hand, causing the trees to pass at a dizzying pace.

Brodia relaxed, trusting Ibun’s skills at flying in a forest. Although she didn’t expect to find it, she scanned for Tresela’s silver-stone, not wanting to leave anything to chance. She didn’t find her daughter’s silver-stone, but what she discovered shocked her. Five leagues ahead, a d’dec sent out its d’sur waves in all directions, though no one used it for magic.
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twenty-two
Ash’tin


Azaly broke camp with what she thought of as her rebel band. After freeing Todin, they had meandered away from Narbend for six days up the Nar River. Azaly hoped to attract the Green Wizard’s attention by staying in this area. Two days ago, Todin killed a small deer, so they camped for a while as they butchered it, smoking what meat they didn’t eat. It instilled a sense of belonging in Azaly, who grew up in a city. She was part of the wilderness now; these foothills belonged to her rebels.

Each night, Kaan laid his blanket away from the other men, hoping she’d lay hers by him. Instead, she slept between Floman and Todin. Neither of these two bothered her during the night.

“We’ll stay close to the river for water,” she said as they rolled their blankets. “We’ve also got the chance Todin will shoot another deer.”

“You still searching for that Green Wizard?” Floman asked with a broad grin. Azaly didn’t respond, not wanting him to mock her anymore. “She’s dead, lass. We should be building our group. First, we need a place to hide while we draw new rebels to us.”

“That’s what I’m seeking,” she lied. It didn’t matter what the excuse was, just so long as she could keep her dreams alive. Each evening by the campfire, she took out Jaal’s wand to study the ripples in the smoke. She convinced herself she saw them better now, but what else should she do? When Nilom used magic, she felt dizzy. That must be the hint, but how to use it confounded her.

The sun had risen a hand when she picked up a distant howl behind her. Floman agreed with Todin that it sounded like a wolf. Azaly teased they should let it join the rebels.

“Wolves ain’t no joke, lass,” Floman said. “I’ve heard stories of wolf packs tearing travelers apart to eat them.”

“They hunt with their noses,” Todin added. “They picked up our butchered deer’s scent. We should hurry.”

Kaan took the lead, walking along the edge of the Nar River, dodging around the many bushes growing on its bank. On their right, a high embankment marked how wide this river once was. It must have been a mighty torrent then, as the flat area they walked in was over a hundred feet wide and dotted with many dark green bushes.

The single wolf howl evolved into several yips or howls as the pack got closer. Azaly hoped they stopped to gnaw on the deer’s bones. Kaan continued pushing on.

Near the river, she could track the passage of the sun. It hadn’t reached midday when she noticed a chill. She said nothing about the ominous impression at first. The gentle breeze blew a strengthening coldness into their faces. She glanced at Todin to see if he felt it. He shrugged in response as the howls from behind picked up in intensity.

As she walked around a sharp bend, she spotted old trees mixed in with the bushes, creating a strange sight. Then she noticed stonework scattered among this festoon of old growth. From closer, she saw the stonework resolve into decaying gray stone houses half-buried in the soil. The ground covered the bottom of the windows. Beyond the first remnants, she spotted more buildings in a similar state of decline.

Kaan stopped beside the first ruin, waiting for instructions. Floman thought it could be the hideout they wanted. Azaly secretly hoped for the Green Wizard’s sanctuary, so she waved Kaan on. They picked a spot near the high embankment between two half-buried buildings. One building had a second floor, so Floman reasoned they should retreat there if the wolves attacked.

With plenty of deadwood around them, they soon rested beside a warm fire.

Azaly sat cross-legged to keep her torso close enough to absorb the heat. The chill on her back reminded her this was an eerie place. As the wolf howls got closer, she debated retreating to the house behind her. Glancing at the others, she saw the concerns carved on their faces. As the leader, she should do something but had no idea what.

At last, the roars stopped getting closer. They must be just outside the ruins themselves. She wondered why they didn’t attack them, though a larger part of her wanted to lie down to rest. She sat there staring at the flames two feet before her face.

A wolf approached the fire on the opposite side of Azaly. She watched it, admiring its soft fur, which would look good on her. From her knees, she pulled out her pin-knife. She was alone by the campfire, facing this one wolf. It leaped through the flames to land on her, so she thrust her knife into its throat several times. As she kept stabbing, she couldn’t understand why it wouldn’t die.

Something was shaking her as the wolf vanished in the smoke.

“Wake up, lass. We must get away from here.”

The cold water on her face brought her out of her dream. Floman was half dragging her away from the fire. She saw Todin curled on the ground. “Get Todin,” she said.

Ahead of her was the embankment, dotted with bushes and small trees. She began scrambling up the side, glancing back to see Floman pulling a dazed Todin along. Over the top, she crawled, pleased to meet the warmer air on her face. Seconds later, Todin lay gasping beside her. She sat up to spot Floman going back.

After taking a long drink of cold water from her pouch, she crept to the embankment’s edge. Floman was dragging an unconscious Kaan up the slope. She slid down to help. Soon, all four of them lay at the top while the wolf howls continued from just outside the ruins.
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“Those wolves won’t stay down there for long,” Floman said.

Kaan still lay comatose on the ground, showing no signs of waking. Azaly had to decide on a quick plan. Up here, there was no chill in the air. Was that associated with the desire to sleep in the ancient buildings? Floman seemed best able to withstand that sleepiness.

“Floman, stay with Kaan. Keep him on the embankment so you can slide him into the ruins if wolves come,” she said. “Todin, scout for somewhere to hide. I’ll go along the embankment to determine if the chill exists everywhere. If I find a warm area, it will make a terrific hideout for us.”

Todin set off, moving away from the river. Floman dragged the sleeping Kaan over the embankment edge. She helped Floman before scrambling along the embankment just above the town. The air was chilly, so she kept moving.

The ruins looked the same, partly hidden by trees or forest undergrowth. Twice, she felt herself weakening. Each time, she moved higher until the sense dissipated. The chill remained in the air well beyond the ruins. The weakness filled the land below this part of the river embankment.

From the embankment’s top, she jogged back to where Floman hid with Kaan. She was relieved to hear the wolves still calling from near the river. Did the weakness infect them too? She helped drag Kaan up to the top. As they pulled him, he began stirring.

At the crest, Todin ran in a crouch back to them. “I found another ruined house where we can hide,” he said. “It’s got three entrances.”

Azaly had no experience defending against attackers, so she asked Floman, who agreed it was better than the wolves catching them in the open. With the decision made and Kaan groggy on his feet, the group followed Todin through the trees.

By the time they reached Todin’s building, Kaan was alert. This ruined stone house looked like the others, except time hadn’t buried it as far. It had no roof, but inside were several rooms. They settled in a one-window room with one doorway to the rest of the dwelling. Todin went out to collect firewood with Kaan, leaving Floman alone with Azaly.

“When I was in the cavalry, I remember hearing stories about a ruined city in the foothills,” Floman said as they watched their fellow rebels gather small branches from the forest floor. “The officers told us to keep away because it sickened people, even killed them.”

If she hadn’t just experienced it herself, she would’ve laughed at the fairy tale intended to scare little children. “Did this place have a name?”

“Ash’tin.”

Azaly heard the wolves getting closer. Todin rushed to grab more wood, glancing over his shoulder toward the sound of the wolves. Floman yelled for them to hurry.

Todin returned with Kaan, each carrying an armful of timber. They soon had a fire blazing in the room. It gave her some comfort. She didn’t know if they could hold off the wolves, but she’d done her best to get her small band in a place they could defend, leaving their fate in the Gods’ hands. Each of them sat with their backs resting against a wall. Todin kept his bow strung with arrows close beside him. Floman’s sword rested across his lap.

They were ready. Then, the sound of the wolf howls changed. She detected some yelps of pain or frustration. Maybe a bear was attacking the pack. But she didn’t think that was a favorable turn of events. All four of them watched through the window but saw nothing but forest.
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twenty-three
Rebels


Detecting a d’dec in the forested foothills sent chills along Brodia’s spine. Ahead lay a wizard’s battle and the reality that she could no longer hide. Pointing toward the d’dec, she changed Ibun’s flight path. Ibun followed the contours of the land, passing over the foothills, keeping five feet above the pine needles to avoid disturbing them with the air movement as they passed. As they progressed, the pine trees became dotted with white-barked aspens. Patches of brambles mixed with ferns created green splotches on the forest floor.

She warned him to slow down when they were half a league from the mysterious d’dec. Soon, she picked up the faint howl of wolves hunting some prey. As she closed in on the d’dec, the wolf howls became louder. It seemed to Brodia that the wolves sought whoever held that d’dec.

“There’s a d’dec ahead,” she warned the group. “With the wolves closing in, I would expect the owner to use magic, but I sense none.”

Brodia continued directing Ibun toward the d’dec. She saw a stone building’s ruins with smoke drifting up within the structure, while on the other side, wolves closed in. Telling Ibun to swing wide around the building, she studied the d’dec in the ruins. Its owner still wasn’t using it. Could someone have stumbled upon it without knowing what it was? Or was it a trap?

She split them into two groups. Jisana would stay with Ibun as he chased the wolves away. Meanwhile, she would go with Haam into the building. Haam pulled out the long blade of his rapier with a soft rasp. Ibun kept his sheathed, relying on his large hunting knife or his magic. The two groups split up.

As Brodia approached the stone building, she snuffed out her d’dec. They moved like hunters over the forest floor covered in dead leaves. She heard the plaintive yelps in the distance as Ibun drove the wolves away. Not only did this sound help to mask her movements, but also drew the d’dec holder’s attention.

She slipped through the doorway with Haam behind her, moving toward the muffled sounds of people talking. One voice was female. The buried building reminded her of the ancient Ash’tin city she visited seven years ago. Hopefully, they weren’t anywhere near that ghastly place. She pulled out her knife from that bizarre city.

The wolf yelps became more strident, coming from a hundred feet away. Haam took the lead as they moved down a corridor toward a doorway that spilled the flickering light of a fire. Haam peeked inside before stepping across the gap. Brodia peered into the entrance. Four people had their backs to them as they stared out a window less than a foot above the dirt floor.

One carried a bow with an arrow notched. Another held a sword in his hand. Brodia signaled Haam to cover the man with the sword. She would deal with the archer.

When she was halfway toward him, the archer turned, moving his bow to cover the threat, but she was quicker. Stepping across the gap, she had her knifepoint at his throat. “Don’t,” is all she said. Haam’s sword covered the other three. The swordsman raised his sword to engage Haam, but they only stared at each other, waiting for the first move.

“Drop it,” Brodia told the archer, but he shook his head, pointing his bow toward Haam though he hadn’t drawn it back. She realized he would shoot Haam before she killed him. “Who are you?” she asked, unsure if they were good or bad.

“We should ask you the same,” one of them replied. The voice was firm but feminine.

Brodia looked at her while keeping her knife at the archer’s throat. The woman was a teenager in boy’s clothes. She had a green beret on her head. After years of isolation, Brodia wasn’t sure, but the accent sounded Otanic. The girl carried a weird knife that was more like a spike. The fourth member was a tall youth wearing a long tube-like hat. His hands were empty, as the fool hadn’t even drawn a weapon to defend himself.

“This is our land,” Brodia said, playing it like these people were trespassing. She needed time for Ibun to join with Jisana to make the numbers even. “We don’t tolerate trespassers. Especially Harpinians,” she added to get a response.

“We ain’t from Harpin,” the swordsman said. His tone made it clear he hated anyone from the first kingdom. “We’re from Kefnu.”

“We’re travelers,” the girl said. Brodia could feel the d’dec she had hidden inside her jerkin. The girl pointed her pin-knife at Brodia. “Who are you?”

“People of the Western Mountains, so you’re on our land,” Brodia replied. The girl looked at the fur Haam had wrapped around his shoulders. Brodia watched the girl, ready for any attempt to engage her d’dec. “Why are people from Kefnu walking through our lands.”

“We may go where we –” the tall teenager began, but the girl held up her hand to stop him. So, she was the leader. She was young.

“It’s a big land; why should you care?” the girl asked.

The bowman moved to pull back his bow. Brodia shook her head. “Don’t, else we’ll kill you.”

“You’re only two,” the swordsman said. “It’s you who should surrender.” He had the tip of his sword pointed at Haam as if eager to start a duel. But the bowman didn’t draw his bow.

“We’re more than two. We’ve already surrounded you city fools.” The teenage girl went to glance behind. “Stand still, or I’ll have you killed. I got no mercy for people on my land. Not even a stupid girl.” Brodia warned her.

“It’s easy to claim you have more men,” the leader said, glaring at Brodia.

“Ibun, what say you? Are you a ghost?” Brodia called out.

“We have the bowman and the girl covered,” Ibun said with menace from beyond the window. “We won’t spoil Haam’s enjoyment of killing the swordsman.”

“Azaly, we can put our weapons down,” the swordsman told the girl as he dropped his sword.

She hesitated, looking at him in disgust. The swordsman nodded as if reassuring her it was safe. When the girl released her spike, the bowman put down his bow. Jisana stepped through the window to pick up the weapons.

“What are spies doing on our land?” Brodia asked this last question, emphasizing each word. “We kill enemy spies.”

“We ain’t no spies,” the girl, Azaly, snapped.

“Spies or not, you were about to become wolf food before we chased them off,” Brodia said. She stared at Azaly, trying to decide if she could do magic. “You wear a green beret. Why?”

“Because we hate the Harpinians,” the girl said. “Like I said, we ain’t spies.”

“Haam?” the swordsman said, staring at Haam, who kept the tip of his sword pointed at the swordsman. “I learned of a Haam who was a member of the King’s Guard. They never found his body after they murdered the king. He became a legend. Are you him? You’re big enough.”

“I was in the King’s Guard. I escaped,” Haam replied. “Who are you then?”

“Floman, of the Queen’s cavalry. A man loyal to our kingdom.”

“Rebels?” Brodia asked. The girl hesitated before admitting they were indeed rebels. Brodia relaxed, signaling the others to put up their weapons. “Then you are among friends,” she told the girl. “Can we sit with you?” The girl nodded. “Jis, you can give them back their weapons.”
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The four people from the Barrens sat opposite the four rebels. Brodia took off her conical leather cap before introducing her team. “My name’s Tipini. My companions are Ibun, Haam, and Jisana.” Brodia kept her name secret.

“Jisana? I knew a girl named Jisana once,” the girl said. “She was about my age.”

“The name’s not so unusual,” Brodia responded. “I heard you’re Azaly, and he’s Floman. What’re your other names?”

“This is Kaan and Todin,” the teenage girl replied. Brodia noted that Azaly’s eyes had a faint glimmer to them. Kaan was the tall young one with the long hat; the others were much older. The man Azaly introduced as Todin was the bowman.

“So why do you wear a green beret?” Brodia asked again. The girl shrugged like it meant nothing special, so Brodia pushed further. “Another woman wore one years ago. I’ve been told stories about her.”

“She’s my hero, the Green Wizard.”

“Ahh, I see,” Brodia said, trying to keep her voice even. So, they remembered her, but worse, some thought she was a hero, which was horse manure because she wasn’t. Nor did she want them to think she was because it could endanger her plans for staying hidden while Tresela matured.

“What happened to the wolves?” Floman asked.

“They smell the Arrox skins we wear,” Brodia replied. She meant to keep their magic concealed. “The stupid brutes have many reasons to fear the Arrox.” Brodia paused as something else stirred her memory. “Don’t you know this part of the foothills is dangerous? Not just wolves move in this forest. There is a long-forgotten stone city that is deadly to enter.”

“The legend of Ash’tin,” Floman mumbled.

“It’s not just a legend. You may never leave if you wander into that place.”

“We almost didn’t escape,” Azaly said. “This town you call Ash’tin is only a short distance from where we’re sitting.”

Brodia nodded her understanding. She found herself accepting this young woman with her band of rebels.

“Why are Barren’s people traveling these foothills?” Kaan asked, pulling Brodia out of her meandering thoughts.

The question might take this meeting in many directions, so she considered her answer, aware the four rebels watched for her reply. She could say they were only passing through but sensed a different opportunity. So, she spoke the truth, “Harpinian troops kidnapped my blind husband with our young daughter. We go to stop them before they reach Narbend.”

“How many soldiers?” Floman asked. Brodia shrugged because she didn’t know the answer. “There are four of you,” he said, leaving unsaid that they must be crazy.

“Indeed.”

“Can we go with you?” Azaly said. “We can help kill these Harpinians.” She looked at the others, who nodded in agreement.

Brodia stared at this young girl in men’s clothes. Something about her tugged at her memory, but she couldn’t say what. These rebels would slow her down. However, that d’dec Azaly carried was an enigma Brodia needed to solve. Was that why she told the truth about Harpinian troops capturing Tresela?

“We travel fast,” she said after a pause. Azaly promised to keep up with her. Brodia smiled at the silly promise, as she didn’t know how hardened the Four Crowns were. “Dowse your fire then; we leave now.”

As they walked northeast to follow the river toward Narbend, Brodia wondered about that girl’s d’dec. She didn’t engage with it yet, but its presence was a concern because it was a warning beacon for her enemies who could detect a d’dec.
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twenty-four
The Green Beret


Azaly walked along the top of the river’s embankment with Kaan by her side. She wanted to chat with this strange mountain woman who saved them from the wolves yesterday. But Tipini told her to take the lead as they headed north toward Narbend. Tipini hadn’t asked her; she’d ordered it. This stranger took command immediately, and Azaly obeyed like a child.

Last night, they camped after the big man, Haam, led them at a tiring pace beside the Nar River. She tried starting a conversation as they sat by the fire; first with Jisana, who mumbled blunt replies but revealed nothing about herself; then with Tipini, who was talkative but gave few direct answers to her questions. By the end, she only learned they lived in a valley hidden in the mountains, and Tipini’s daughter was five years old.

As Kaan walked beside her, he asked her what she thought of Tipini. She shrugged her shoulders, uncertain what to make of the short mountain stranger but confident she wanted to stay with Tipini until she knew more. Deep in her heart, she prayed this enigmatic woman was the Green Wizard returned to rekindle her legend. Azaly needed a mage to teach her how to use Jaal’s wand tucked out of sight inside her jerkin.

However, when Kaan said that Tipini was just a woman, Azaly jumped to her defense, saying she was a leader. Also, Azaly didn’t see Kaan ignoring Tipini’s instructions. Kaan huffed but said nothing more. Pleased at making her point, she increased her pace, trying to match Haam’s speed from yesterday. She was determined to show her worth.

Azaly’s hopes that Tipini was the Green Wizard prompted her offer to help find her daughter. But Tipini’s name was incorrect, and she wasn’t beautiful like the Green Wizard. Nor was she tall like the stories said, but she had a power about her, someone comfortable leading others. The Barren’s people followed her suggestions as if the queen commanded them.

A few hands later, well before stopping for a midday break, they reached the forest’s edge. Narbend straddled this river a quarter league across the fields. She followed the river in the farmer’s pastures.

“Stay inside the forest,” Tipini called from behind. “Take us to the village roadway.”

Azaly doubled back to lead the group through the trees, paralleling the edge of the cultivated land as she went north to the track running into Narbend. Soon, they faced the village by the side of the narrow sunken road leading into the village from the foothills.

“Have you been to this village before?” she asked Tipini, who gazed at the village while making her decision.

“Twice,” Tipini mumbled. “Although I didn’t go into the village last time.”

“They arrested Todin when we passed through five days ago, so he shouldn’t go back in,” Azaly said. She surprised herself at how calmly she spoke, not wanting to boast in front of this mountain woman. “We killed a Harpinian soldier to free him.”

Tipini glanced at Todin before deciding. “The men can rest while we check if the soldiers arrived. Ibun, you will signal me if you spot troops returning from the mountains.”

“Of course,” the thin, tall man said. Ibun hadn’t said much, so she wondered what his role was within these mountain people. How would he inform Tipini about returning soldiers?

As they walked along the road, Tipini commented about the houses being the same as seven years ago. Azaly had paid little attention a few days before. Now she studied them. The single-story homes had wooden roofs and large porches. Overall, it looked like a poor village. When they reached the village square, she remembered the distinctive row of pine trees running across one diagonal with the Nar River flowing across the other.

“That’s peculiar,” Tipini said as they stood outside the village’s sole tavern. “It had a different name seven years ago.”

The shingle above the tavern’s door displayed a single green beret painted on a red background. The beret had two distinctive green ribbons hanging from its side, while underneath, the artist had scrawled the words The Green Beret in bright green.

“She was a hero for many people,” Azaly responded. “We all miss her.”

“If you ask me, she was a failure,” Tipini replied. “She didn’t save the king or queen. So now the kingdom is under Harpin’s boot. A better name for the tavern is Harpin’s Heel, with a painting of black boots and blue trousers.”

Her words incensed Azaly. “You’re wrong,” she asserted. “She died trying to save them. They say Queen Foliana is strong because of her.” Azaly glanced at Jisana for support, but the tall teenager only watched the people moving in the square. The brief life of Azaly’s big brother was entwined with the Green Wizard. So, Azaly continued defending her hero for his sake. “Many girls wear the green beret in her honor to defy those Harpin invaders.”

“They should honor the living, not worship the deceased. The dead can’t win Otanic’s freedom.”

“You believe she’s gone then?” Azaly snapped back.

“Don’t you?” Tipini asked the question without malice.

Azaly took a moment to compose herself. This strange woman may not be her legendary hero, but she wasn’t the enemy. “We hear rumors she survived, waiting in Jongiloc for the right time to return. Others claim she lives in the Barrens,” Azaly replied.

“We’d be better off if the Grand Wizard lived. The other one was just his underling.”

Azaly was so mortified that she didn’t respond for a moment. She could say she’d never forgive Wizard Preem after he stole something that was her entire life when she was a small girl. Instead, she said, “The Bone Crusher’s an animal.”

“You know little. Grand Wizard Preem was the true hero of Otanic.”

“I don’t care about him. I’m glad he’s dead. But I’d die for the Green Wizard,” Azaly said. “Still, if she lived, she’d have returned by now.”

“Indeed,” Tipini muttered. Then she said they’d ask about soldiers as they bought clothes at the market.

Azaly followed the two mountain women as they strolled across the square to the village market. She wondered why Tipini was so adamant about the Green Wizard. They were both strong women Azaly would follow anywhere. Then she thought that maybe powerful leaders envied other strong leaders.

“Do you have any money?” Tipini asked Azaly as they approached the market.

“Three crowns,” Azaly replied. Curiosity rose in her about what she could do with three crowns? Not much, she thought.

To the side, she saw Jisana watching her as if measuring her. These mountain people were creepy, like the tunnels, making her wonder about her situation. Maybe she should break away to take her group back toward Kefnu? However, she was determined to discover what it was about these four people that captured her hopes for the future.

Tipini approached a blue stall selling men’s clothing. “What can I get for three crowns,” she asked the middle-aged merchant.

The woman laughed. “Not enough to dress you two. You must’ve come from the mountains.”

Azaly smiled at the merchant’s response. Should she tell Tipini the others had crowns on them? Between them, they had enough to buy clothes for four mountain people. To her surprise, Tipini continued as if the merchant hadn’t laughed at her.

“We need clothes for four.” Tipini’s voice was matter-of-fact, as if she was asking for four loaves of bread. “Isn’t Narbend the rebellion’s center?”

The woman shook her head. “Who do you think you are? Just ‘cause your young friend wears a green beret doesn’t make you rebels or grand wizards. Look around you. Many girls wear the green beret here.”

“I don’t see any boys wearing a grand wizard’s hat,” Tipini said as she looked around. “It seems you’d be kinder to the man who laid down his life to protect his king.”

“He failed. That’s why,” the merchant said. “Either get more money or move on?”

Thinking that was the end, Azaly eased forward to tell Tipini the others had coins, but Tipini leaned over the stall to speak to the merchant. Azaly was close enough to hear her strange words.

“I was here seven years ago when four boys tried to stop me in the meeting hall,” Tipini said. “Did you hear that story?” She removed her bizarre conical hat so the middle-aged woman could study her face.

After a moment, the merchant’s eyes opened wider. She said, “Whatever you want, you can have. No charge.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Tipini said, reaching across the stall to clasp hands with the merchant. “Jisana, pick clothes for yourself.”

Azaly didn’t understand what happened, but her mind raced to understand everything. As the mountain women picked through the clothes, Azaly asked the merchant who the older woman was.

“I’m sure I can’t say, ma’am,” the merchant responded as she helped Jisana pick out a pair of long pants for her.

Azaly realized the merchant’s response was more of a deflection than an answer. It only added to her curiosity. But instead of agonizing over the situation, she helped Tipini select a jerkin.

“Pick out clothes for Haam,” Tipini told Azaly. “Remember, he’s a big man.”

Five minutes later, they had four sets of clothes. Azaly had picked the largest clothes on the stall for Haam. Throughout the search, the merchant kept pushing them to take finer, more expensive clothes, but Tipini insisted on taking the cheapest.

“Do you want to try them on for size?” the merchant asked. “There’re men about.”

“Thank you again.” They stepped behind the stall where Azaly held up blankets with the merchant as Tipini and Jisana changed into new clothes. Azaly noticed Tipini’s stick, making her heart skip a beat. It looked enough like Jaal’s wand. She patted her jacket to ensure it remained there. Jisana had a leather sash under her coat filled with metal knives.

“Thank you again. You have been most helpful,” Tipini said once they were both changed. “Have soldiers come from the foothills today?” The woman shook her head no. “Thank you again,” Tipini said.

“May the Gods watch over you,” the merchant said.

“May they watch over all of us and curse the black-booted Harpin occupiers.” Tipini turned to leave the village market with Jisana tagging along behind her.

As they walked past the blue stall where Azaly bought a green beret for Jarlina, Azaly said, “Let me buy two of these for you.” She pointed to the berets hanging from pins on the stall’s post.

“Don’t bother. She’s not my hero,” Tipini responded. Jisana stood quietly, deferring any decision to the older woman.

“Like the merchant woman said, look around. Don’t you see the women wearing the green beret,” Azaly pleaded. “It means something.”

Tipini leaned closer to whisper, “Azaly, are you here to win the kingdom back or to get arrested?”

Floman used similar words once before. Without responding, she pulled off her green beret as they walked toward the West Road. Soon they would leave this village known for its rebel leanings.
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That afternoon, they camped two leagues into the foothills. Tipini picked the spot at a ridge top, saying it allowed her to see anyone creeping up on them. As they sat around the small campfire, Azaly found Tipini more informative as if she accepted the rebel group. It gave Azaly a chance to find out more about this strange leader. When she looked back over the past days, she realized Tipini didn’t take precautions against being surprised.

“Why did you throw away your mountain clothes?” Azaly asked. “Aren’t you going back once we’ve rescued your family? Or did the mythical Arrox chase you out?”

Tipini glanced at her with an enigmatic smile. “The Barrens are no longer safe for us. But not because of Arrox,” she said. “The Arrox leave us alone. We’ve killed so many of them they keep away when they smell us.”

“I don’t see a bow. How do you kill them?”

“Well, now. Haam has a sword, as does Ibun.” Both men pulled their swords. “While Jisana has her throwing knives.” The teenager reached into her doublet to pull out a small all-metal knife.

“And I see that wand you carry,” Azaly added.

“This?” Tipini pulled out the two-foot-long stick she carried. Azaly’s hopes jumped, but Tipini pulled it out to six feet. “Yes, I use this against Arrox. Would you like to hold it?”

Tipini collapsed her wand before passing it to her. Azaly studied it, holding it in the smoke from the campfire, but she didn’t see any waves in the smoke. She had hoped for wood, but the cold feel further disappointed her. This wasn’t the wand she yearned to find.

Glancing up from the stick, she saw Tipini smiling at her. She passed the rod back, relinquishing her last hope that this mountain woman was the Green Wizard. To hide her frustration, Azaly pulled out her pin-knife, saying, “This is more useful in a fight. I used it to kill a Daffodil that tried to rob us.”

“They often move in bunches,” Tipini said. “Was this one alone?”

“He was leading a group of robbers. We killed them all,” she said, emphasizing that they could fight too. But she feared it sounded like she was boasting.

“They’re mean people,” Tipini said. “Twice they tried to burn me alive, and once they whipped me.”

Tipini’s confession about being at the mercy of the Daffodils further entrenched Azaly’s realization that this woman couldn’t be a wizard. She wanted to defend the Green Wizard against this mountain woman.

“You’re wrong about the Green Wizard,” Azaly said. “She didn’t fail at the Palace. She wasn’t the grand wizard. If anyone failed, it was Preem, the grand wizard.”

“Everyone remains responsible for the part they play. She must bear her own failures.”

“What makes you so hard?”

“The Barrens do. No matter if you do the right thing, the Arrox can tear you apart in a second if you step wrong. The river can wash your baby away if you turn your head. In the Barrens, you make your own fortune. You cannot live on someone else’s legend.”

“The Green Wizard is an emblem for all the women of Otanic,” Azaly said. She paused to gather her thoughts. Her ideas were so clear yesterday. But this mountain woman made her think. Am I guilty of worshipping a figment of my imagination? Was Floman warning me of this before? “I know we have to make our own future,” Azaly continued. “We must build on what the Green Wizard did, not wait for ghosts.”

“From where I’m sitting,” Tipini said, “it seems you are waiting for this ghost. Did you ever meet this Green Wizard?”

“No. But my brother did,” Azaly said, feeling her ire rise. “He spent a year with her before he died at the Palace.”

“What!” Tipini said. Jisana turned to stare at her too.

What did I say? Azaly felt cut off from reality again. But she wouldn’t deny the truth about her brother, so she said, “The Green Wizard used to call him Squirt.”

“Your brother was Roon?”

“Yes. My brother was the one people called the Runt, though I prefer One-Armed Wizard, so yes, I felt like I knew her.”

“Your brother was a hero,” Tipini said.

Something warm in her tone moved Azaly. Without warning, all her suppressed sorrow at Roon’s death rushed out like rats from the drain during a flood. She cried uncontrollably. An arm reached around her, giving her a shoulder to cry on. As the tears flowed, a corner of her mind wondered about Tipini’s words; something she said was important, but she couldn’t sort it out in her head.

After a while, her tears slowed. She saw Tipini sitting across from the fire. Lifting her head, Azaly turned to see Jisana’s shoulder.

“Roony was a hero,” Azaly said. “And so was Brodia the Green Wizard.”

This time, Tipini nodded her head.
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twenty-five
The Raid


A week after her first hooded meeting, Foliana sat again behind a dark gray curtain in an unknown city room. However, this time, she listened to a secret meeting between Sir Riman and a rebel leader, codenamed Chestnut. Today, Foliana’s hood had a five-pointed ash leaf painted on it, signifying the titular head of the spies. The situation seemed dreamlike, or was it more of a game, like the ones she played before boys became interesting? In her childhood games, people died but could return tomorrow. She reminded herself that in this contest, any player dying today won’t ever play again.

“What can we do for you, Oak?” the rebel leader asked. His speech was mellow, not the kind of voice she expected. It made her question the man’s resolve, but was it wise to make such assumptions without seeing the body?

“Our sources have found a key spy-ring member held inside the Defense Minister’s house,” Sir Riman said. “We must get her out because she has information that cannot fall into Harpin’s hands.”

“We don’t have anyone in that house. Don’t you have a spy there?” the rebel leader said. “You should just kill her.”

The leader’s lack of emotion chilled Queen Foliana’s heart. But she could understand the man’s position; the rebels were weak. She had discussed with Sir Riman that they must strengthen the rebels to win Otanic back from Harpin. It was the reason she pushed Riman to rescue her lady-in-waiting. A better argument than saying Lady Janu was among the few people she trusted.

“The lady is a member of the nobility, a close friend of the Queen,” Sir Riman replied to Chestnut’s callous suggestion. “We seek a quick raid from the tunnels to free her.”

“You mean Lady Janu. We have reports the Harpinians arrested her. It’s still too dangerous, and I have few men, so why should I risk them?”

“Simultaneously, we wanted to kill the Defense Minister to send a statement to the Harpinian government,” Sir Riman said. “This would also disguise the true reason for the raid.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Chestnut said. So, Sir Riman offered his support in person. But the rebel leader dismissed it derisively, saying. “What weapons can you use?”

“Sword and spear. I’m an expert swordsman.” The rebel leader challenged Sir Riman to prove it. She heard swords drawn from their scabbards. Two sharp clinks as the blades struck each other, followed by silence.

“Again,” the rebel leader said. This time, there were four fast clinks before silence. Oh, how she wished she could see them battle each other. But whatever Sir Riman did, it convinced Chestnut not to try his luck a third time. “You are good,” he said. “I thought all the Queen’s Guard died during the ‘Night of the Magic Spearpoints.’”

“Some still live, unknown to the murderous Crippled Count,” Sir Riman said. Foliana noticed the change of tone. These swordsmen respected each other after a few sword touches. “Where did you learn your skills?”

The soft-spoken rebel was once a captain in Baron Regan’s entourage. He described the pain when the baron’s son died in the Great Treachery before the baron’s death in the Night of the Magic Spearpoints. The captain wandered the land for two years before his festering anger compelled him to act. It left Foliana wondering how many similar stories of betrayal existed within her realm.

“We must strengthen your rebels, Captain,” Sir Riman said. “Rescuing Lady Janu will attract new members and, with luck, several militias who have hidden for six years.”

“How do we reach the lady in the house?” She heard the tone of agreement in the rebel leader’s voice.

“We have that information.”

Foliana listened as the two men devised a simple plan to enter the Defense Minister’s basement from the tunnels. The hardest part was finding the Defense Minister himself since they couldn’t be sure where he would be. As she listened, Foliana understood the bravery of undertaking such a mission.

An even bigger question for her was, could she trust them to rescue Lady Janu instead of taking the easier route by killing her? Sir Riman would not allow it, would he? Though being the queen gave her power, it left her feeling useless. What can I do?

It had been seven years since she had a true adventure that endangered her life. The Great Treachery didn’t count, as it ended in a second without warning. But that snowy spring in Lastin was a real exploit. Then she braved Harpin soldiers intent on capturing her. She spent a night hidden behind a snow bank at a tree’s base. Since that night, the smell of pine always brought back visions of a frosty night huddled beside Brodia. Then her friend was her enemy or at least her rival. The next day, she fought beside Brodia against the Brotherhood. She remembered how resolute she was as she rescued Brodia from being burned alive.

As she left her old memories, Foliana listened to the conversation beyond the curtain. When these two men completed their plan, she decided she needed a new hood.
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Queen Foliana sat alone in Lady Janu’s study in the West Tower, working on her new hood. She had a leaf from a holly bush growing near the entrance to the abbey. The holly was her favorite bush with its rugged leaves that punished anyone for messing with it.

The holly was the rose of the bushes, reminding her of Brodia’s last advice. When Harpin killed her family that day, Brodia challenged Foliana to act like a rose with thorns rather than a primrose with delicate yellow flowers. This spiked leaf reflected her change in outlook as she prepared to go to war for her people.

After ten minutes, she finished embroidering a green pattern that was a reasonable likeness to the seven-pointed holly leaf. She couldn’t do a better job as the mission to free Lady Janu set off this morning; she had to get into the tunnels ahead of Sir Riman.

After wrapping her male outfit with the hood into a package covered by a bright yellow cloth tied by an orange ribbon, she left the study. She also carried a sword of her late brother’s, the plainer of the three she had. Of course, the guard wanted to accompany her to the South Tower, but she refused. She hurried down the spiral stairway, past all the arrow slits facing across the Otan River to the farmlands.

At the courtyard exit, she stopped to open the door before slamming it shut, which was for the guard’s ears. Still inside, she passed through the lower levels into the tunnels, carrying a lit torch. She changed beside the small tunnel door, leaving her regal clothes in a haphazard pile. Strapping on the sword felt strange; she hadn’t done this since her pre-teen years.

Through the tunnels she strode, twice she tripped over the clumsy saber at her hip. The thing made such a noise she wondered if she should leave it behind. After the second stagger, she learned to grip the pommel with her left hand to stop it from tripping her. In a side tunnel near the entrance to the South Tower, she pulled on the hood and dowsed the torch. Standing in utter blackness, she waited for Sir Riman, her heart pounding, as even being the queen wouldn’t save her here.

That morning, she gave Prince Saral an extra-long hug. But the two-year-old kept squirming. He could never understand why he was getting more attention, so she smiled as she put him down.

“Is everything alright, your grace?” Lady Noru, the Royal Governess, had asked.

“Yes,” Foliana replied. “We are impressed with how much our son has grown.”

For ten minutes, she waited in the tunnel’s total blackness, fighting the temptation to go back to play with her youngest child. Then she saw a slither of light around the South Tower’s doorframe. Seconds later, Sir Riman stepped out, his head hidden in his white hood. He moved along the tunnel away from her. She let him gain some distance before she slipped out to follow him.

Whenever he turned a corner, she hurried to catch up before waiting at the corner for the trailing gap to rebuild. After two turns, Sir Riman met with a group of four men wearing hoods to hide their faces. She waited with her heart beating fast. She feared messing up or the Harpin troops catching her. But death didn’t scare her. Is that normal? she thought.

Sir Riman moved through the men to take the lead along the tunnel. She closed the gap as quietly as possible to trail the group by ten paces. One rebel turned to glance at her but seemed satisfied that she was there. Perhaps he assumed she was with Sir Riman; at least, that’s what she hoped. She concentrated on not tripping over her sword in the tunnel’s murkiness.

After a minute of walking down this long, straight tunnel, Sir Riman stopped beside a door. A rebel kneeled by its lock to open it.

“Wait for me inside the door,” Sir Riman commanded.

The four men went through. She shuffled along to follow them. But Sir Riman pulled the door closed before she reached it. She heard the light rasp of his sword. His hand was on her chest, pushing her so hard into the tunnel wall her head struck the bricks, making her feel faint. The torchlight glinted off his sword tip that was at her throat. She was helpless, his firmness too much to swipe away his weapon.

“Who are you?” he snarled, pressing the tip until it broke her skin. She struggled to get any words out, startled by his brutal strength. “Speak, or by the Gods, I’ll run you through.”

“We are so sorry,” she mumbled. “We should not have come.”

“Your Highness, what are you doing here?” he whispered. He pulled away his sword. “Forgive me.”

Foliana reached with her fingers to touch the wetness of her blood on her throat. “Nonsense, it is we who are the fool.” She sank to sit with her back leaning against the curved wall of the tunnel. “I feared for Janu’s life,” she said, dropping the pretense of the royal turn of speech. She knew she shouldn’t be here; this wasn’t helping her people.

“It’s too dangerous, ma’am. You cannot go in with us.”

“I should be ready to take the same risks,” she said, using her prepared argument, though it sounded puerile now. The reality of a clandestine mission in the city’s heart was unlike hiding from the enemy in Lastin’s winter forest.

A door knock, but Sir Riman called out, “Hold there, men.” She realized he was deciding what to do. She wanted to go in with him but would accept whatever he chose. “I can’t send you back alone, but I can’t let you come into the house.” More seconds passed before he reached a decision. “What’s the leaf on your hood, ma’am.”

“Holly. And you had best stop calling me ma’am.”

Sir Riman opened the door to usher her in. “Men, this is Holly. He will guard this door from the inside until we return.”

The rebels accepted her in an instant. As Sir Riman led them up the twisting ramp, she stayed behind, leaning against the door. She was a part of the mission. At her neck, she felt the trickle of blood from the tip of Sir Riman’s sword. She would need to wear a high collar at today’s Royal Court, provided she lived that long.
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twenty-six
Wolves


Today presented easier walking after crossing the gorge yesterday. However, Preem received no food this morning for his daughter. Private Klinan was carrying the bulk of the victuals when he slipped into the rushing waters of the canyon. The lieutenant proclaimed no meat for the prisoners until they found the supply horses.

Today’s other challenge was the small river they crossed via a tree the soldiers felled on the way out. Preem was sure he looked undignified as he wormed across on his stomach. But now he appreciated the shadows of the pine forest covering the foothills. The harsh sun of the past few days had prayed on his nerves.

At the first steep slope’s crest, Preem heard the lieutenant order his men to fan out in search of the horses. He verified with Tresela that they were alone with the officer.

“Did you leave horses here, sir?” Preem asked. “I doubt you’ll find them.”

“What would you know, old man? Once we collect them, we’ll be through these hills in a day.”

“Wolves hunt in these forests. Your mounts wouldn’t last long without brave soldiers to protect them.”

“First Arrox, now wolves. You invent stories to frighten the children, old man. But Harpinians don’t scare so easy,” the officer replied with disdain. “If we can’t recover our horses, your little girl will be hungry by the time we reach Narbend.”

“I hope you find your horses, Lieutenant because walking through the wolf hunting grounds will challenge us all. But if you don’t locate your horses, I advise moving away before the pack picks up our scent.”

“Don’t try scaring me, old man,” the Lieutenant said, though Preem detected the doubt in his voice.

“Can we sit?” Preem asked.

“As you wish, old man.”

Preem sat with his back resting against the rough bark of a large tree. He pulled Tresela to sit between his knees as he took a moment to plan his next moves. The horses and supplies would be gone, making the next few days hard on Tresela, whose immature body would struggle the most without food. The big question was, where was Brodia? Was she waiting for them in Narbend? How would he rescue Brodia if she were captured?

He would wait inside the forest before Narbend because he could predict the prisoners to appear nearby. It frustrated him because it would be difficult to survive until then, though Brodia couldn’t know their challenges. Preem considered escaping without Brodia. If he directed the soldiers into Ash’tin, he could even the situation. But how would Tresela react to the sleeping sickness that killed visitors to the mysterious ancient city?

Preem worried the officer would lose control of his men with no horses. It could be a delicate time during which he should bolster the lieutenant. He whispered to Tresela, who sat between his knees, “Tell me when the officer is not near us, honey.”

“He’s by the river at the bottom of the hill,” she replied softly.

“Bad things may happen in the next few days. You must obey any instructions quickly because I won’t have time to explain why. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Papa. Will we see Mama?”

“I hope so. But we cannot wait for that. If you feel Mama is close, say nothing aloud. But we can both talk to Mama in her d’dec,” he replied. “You’ve been a brave girl. I’m proud of you. So proud.”

“I don’t like these bad men, Papa.”

“Nor do I. And nor will Mama,” Preem said. “Go, my dear, to find a stick for Papa to walk with.”

Preem relaxed his mind as Tresela walked nearby. He tried to remember his visit to Ash’tin seven years ago. He recalled that the sleeping sickness least impacted Brodia. With luck, Tresela inherited this same resistance. When Tresela returned with a long stick, Preem began her afternoon counting lessons, asking her to count down from sixteen.

Finally, the first soldier returned to say he hadn’t seen any horses. With each returning soldier, the news remained unchanged, although one saw what was once a horse.

“You say Arrox don’t move through these forests?” the Lieutenant called out loud enough for his men to hear.

“I’ve never smelled them around here. But wolves do hunt these hills.”

“Let’s move, men,” the Lieutenant called out. “We’ve daylight left, so let’s escape the wolves’ hunting ground.”

Preem smiled at the Lieutenant’s acceptance of his advice when given in private. “Do you know the route to Narbend, Lieutenant?”

“I do, old man.”

Preem let Tresela guide him as they began the arduous task of climbing the many foothills. This close to the Barrens, the hills were steepest. When the lieutenant called the day’s end, they had crossed three hills. The group camped at the bottom. At last, they could build a fire to keep warm during the night. Preem kept Tresela beside him as the soldiers seemed more relaxed away from the mountains with those screaming Arrox.

But their peace was short-lived. Soon after the fire started, Preem picked up the first far-off wolf howl. He guessed the pack would hunt them down tomorrow.
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After the soldiers ate their rations in the morning, the lieutenant called for a start. Once again, the officer provided no food for Preem or his young daughter.

Preem worried Tresela would weaken, but arguing with the obstinate officer would not improve the situation. Instead, he said loud enough for everyone to hear, “With luck, we’ll be too thin for the wolves to bother with.”

“They’ll feel the point of my sword if they come too close,” the lieutenant said with false bravado.

Preem heard the distant howls after cresting the second hill that morning. The troopers didn’t react as their ears weren’t as keen as his. “You must be brave for me today,” he told Tresela as she led him by the hand, guiding him around the trees. He would enjoy the pine scent on his nose if not for those faint wolf calls. “Remember what I said about doing as I tell you without questioning why.”

“Yes, Papa.”

The howling was loud enough for the soldiers to notice at the next crest.

“Don’t worry, men. Harpin Steel will convince them to leave us alone,” the officer said from behind Preem. “And if not, we’ll feed these two rebels to them. Even skin and bones will satisfy the pack.”

The officer’s words were a warning that Preem took seriously. When the wolves closed in, he needed to separate Tresela from these men who would sacrifice her to save their own lives. Their fate was in the Gods’ hands. Soon the sounds got closer.

“There!” one soldier called out. “And there.”

Preem heard several swords pulled, but the officer said to sheave them. It surprised him to find a greater calm in the lieutenant’s voice. Maybe he had prior experience with wolves.

Soon after the howling stopped, Tresela told him the wolves followed them on each side. “We need a rock we can climb on.” His words were for Tresela, but Preem said them loud enough for the officer’s ears too.

The next hill was gentler. Near the top, Tresela told him about a sizeable gap in the trees. Preem felt the sun on his face. He stopped at the edge, placing his hand on the trunk of a pine tree. “Is there a rock in the clearing?” he asked. Tresela confirmed the large rock, asking if she should run to it. He noted the fear in her voice. A soldier pushed him, but he stood his ground. “We should use the rock to keep out of the wolves’ reach,” he said. “If they catch us in the open, they’ll hamstring us.”

The lieutenant disagreed, which didn’t surprise Preem. He knelt beside Tresela to whisper that she was to climb the tree next to him now. He boosted her up the tree’s trunk. His little mountain goat soon disappeared into the branches.

“I should kill you for that, old man,” the gruff lieutenant said.

“Is the rock shaped like a slice cut from a round cheese?” Preem asked, ignoring the officer’s threat. “I used such a rock to hold off a pack of wolves where they could only attack one by one.”

“Alright, old man. Make for the rock men.”

With Tresela safe from being sacrificed to the wolves, Preem let the soldiers push him into the clearing as they hurried to the central boulder. He warned them against running, but the wolves had scared the men. Soon, he found himself alone, walking through knee-high grass, using his stick to test the ground before him.

He listened to the men climbing the rock nearby but also heard the soft sounds as the wolves closed in on him. “Have you cowards abandoned me?” he called out.

“You can feed the pack,” a gruff voice came. “I hope they like tough old meat.”

The lieutenant’s voice guided Preem. He was close, but he caught the soft growl from behind. The wolf was closer. After two more steps, Preem heard the sudden movement in the grass behind him. He turned, swinging his walking stick, now a club, but he hit only air. The wolf had backed away, howling a warning. His Arrox fur coat unsettled them for a moment.

Turning back, he made for the sound of cheering soldiers. He banged into the gritty rock, hurting his shins. He climbed onto the low rock before scrambling upward until he felt someone blocking his way.

“Where are the beasts?” he asked of no one. Someone said that the wolves surrounded the rock, staring at them. Preem didn’t ask about his daughter in the tree; he guessed the pack would stay on the quarry that carried the best reward. “They’ll try to climb the slope. We can guard that way easier.”

“Shut up, old man. You’re not the leader,” the Lieutenant said. “Laan and Jijog, draw your swords to kill any wolves trying to climb up here.”

Two men passed Preem, so he moved to the top of the rock to sit cross-legged. He kept gripping his walking stick like a club. When a soldier suggested the wolves may leave them alone as the Arrox did in the Barrens, Preem responded wolves weren’t as intelligent as Arrox.

Listening, he picked up the low guttural growls of wolves that must be next to the rock, ten feet below him. Then a yelp from down the rock’s slope.

“Ha, you bitch!” a voice called out in triumph. “I got one, Lieutenant.”

“Don’t expect a medal, Jijog,” the lieutenant responded. The sound of growling grew in intensity, followed by a plaintive yelp. “It’s the way of the pack. They kill the wounded wolf because it’s weak,” the officer said. “One more wounded wolf should end this,” he added.

Preem knew the officer was correct. A few minutes later, another overzealous wolf climbed the slope. A soldier cried out as he impaled it for its stupidity. Preem listened as the pack fought over the remains of the two killed wolves. Eventually, the pack moved away.

“We stay here until the creatures leave this area,” the lieutenant said.

Preem knew the pack would return later while Tresela would get weaker from lack of food. He eased his way down the slope, leaving the soldiers at the top. He had to get the officer alone to give some advice. Finally, he shuffled off the rock. The lieutenant called, “Where’re you going, old man?”

“To get my daughter from the tree.” Preem made sure he didn’t raise any concerns about his peaceful intentions.

“You’d better not run off,” the officer called when Preem was at the rock’s base.

“You can join me, sir. The wolves are gone for now.” Preem kept his voice even as he talked to the lieutenant. But then he called out to Tresela to guide him by her voice.

He used his walking stick to feel his way toward Tresela’s voice. Partway there, she said she could climb down, but he signaled for her to stay in the tree. When he was close to her voice, he realized someone approached from behind.

“You’ve got me from my troops, so what do you want to say?” He recognized the lieutenant’s gruff tone.

Preem continued shuffling toward Tresela’s voice as he conversed with the lieutenant. “The sated wolves will sleep. By tomorrow morning, they will hunt again. It’s best if we’re five leagues from here, well beyond the range of their noses.”

“The mystery to me is why you care. Wizard Criv won’t be a pleasant experience. If you weren’t blind, I’d have you shackled ‘cause I’d expect you to run at the first chance.”

“When you have children, you’ll understand. Whatever fate awaits me, my daughter’s safety remains my primary concern. If I am to die, my girl will live on.”

“Sentimental cow dung. Blindness has made you weak, old man.”

The officer made no further comment until they reached Tresela’s tree. He asked Tresela to climb down. Preem waited, letting the arrogant officer have a more civilized relationship with Tresela.

When she held Preem’s hand, the officer warned him that just because he helped with the wolf pack didn’t mean he would give them food. “So, if you don’t want to starve, you’ll stop delaying us.”

After Tresela guided him back to the rock, the officer announced, “Up, men. We must leave while the wolf bellies are full. We should put five leagues between us and this rock.”

Preem said nothing as he discerned the men climbing off the rock. The encounter with the wolf pack changed his perspective. He feared Brodia had fallen into the same trap of complacency he succumbed to when she ran away to Lowmouth seven years ago. His self-assurance at that time almost cost Brodia her life. Now Brodia’s daughter could become the victim of a new grand wizard’s overconfidence.

He also considered that the others missed his High Pass signal. The idea of using Ash’tin to escape became their best chance. He would begin pushing them further south, but how?
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twenty-seven
Someone Special


The darkness intensified as she stood inside the heavy wooden door into the tunnels. She was part of the raid to free Lady Janu, but she shouldn’t be here. Above her, Sir Riman snaked his way up the ramp with the four rebels. They carried the only torch, so she would soon find herself in utter blackness.

Each switchback of the slope deepened the shadows around her while heightening her fears. Her storybooks were never like this. Even her brief adventure with Brodia paled to this sense of isolation. She leaned against the solid door to give herself some comfort.

She came for Lady Janu but couldn’t help down here, leaving her feeling as foolish as when she interrupted Apprentice Preem under the King’s balcony. That night, Preem guarded her father while Sarn the Sage was away. The memory still brought regrets as he chastised her for acting like a little girl. That day, she grew up, though her presence helped in unexpected ways.

When the torch was four turns above her, Foliana felt the door move. In the dim light left to her, she stepped toward the bottom of the ramp, pulling out her sword. Its rasping noise annoyed her.

“Oak!” she called out as the door flew open, and a man dressed in blue entered. In the dimness, they stared at one another. This soldier was here to kill her. That she would never see her sons again flashed through her mind. Would they know how stupid she was? Would history call her a hero or a fool?

She began side-stepping up the bottom ramp, keeping her back to the wall. Altogether, she saw three men dressed in the Harpin uniform enter. Each had their swords ready. Foliana held the tip of her sword out to one side, uncertain how to use it. The closest trooper thrust his saber at her, so she swung in desperation to knock it aside. Clink! Her sword saved her, but he lunged again before she could recover to defend herself. She dodged out of its way.

She saw an opening, poking her sword tip at the man’s chest. But he flicked her blade aside as if laughing at her futile efforts. He thrust at her legs. She tried to shuffle her leg out of the way but was too slow.

The sharp pain shocked her. The edge sliced the outside of her left leg, halfway above her knee. She resisted the desire to lie down, instead pulling her sword back to defend herself again. The man prepared for another lunge. Foliana couldn’t take her eyes off the sword tip about to kill her. As he thrust and she swung to deflect it, a big object crashed before her, knocking the swordsman down.

Falling to her knees, she saw Sir Riman stand to engage the other soldiers. Above, she heard the four rebels running down the ramps. As the torch got closer, she caught the glint of the swords as Sir Riman defended against two swordsmen. His speed mesmerized her as one soldier staggered back. The light above was closer as the first trooper got up, blade ready, behind Sir Riman.

From her knees, she swung her sword at the soldier’s neck. Her blow struck as she lost her balance, toppling forward off the ramp. From the trooper’s body, she struggled to reach her feet. Then, a rebel arm helped her up. She looked around. Sir Riman pushed his sword through the two soldier’s chests. The first man didn’t move; the second gasped as he died. Sir Riman approached her attacker, who lay on his stomach; she could see the blood from her blow on his neck. Sir Riman pushed his sword tip through the man’s back, where she imagined his heart would be. The body made no gasp or movement; she must have killed him already.

As she staggered on her bad leg, one rebel confronted her, pushing her back against a wall. “What kind of a swordsman are you? You can’t even use a blade,” he said through his hood. “You’re only good for standing guard and crying out before they kill you. Next time, stay home with your mother!”

Foliana couldn’t say anything without giving herself away. So, she stared at the rebel’s hood with the five-fingered chestnut leaf.

“That’s enough, Captain,” Sir Riman said, coming between them. “If he hadn’t been down here, we’d all be dead or dying.” The rebel known as Chestnut stepped back. “Someone betrayed us,” Sir Riman stated the obvious. “They’ll be waiting for us in the minister’s house.”

“Then we must go back,” Chestnut said.

“Take the torch to make your way home,” Sir Riman said. “I’ll get Holly back to his house in the dark. Lay low. We’ll meet again in a week.”

Three rebels slipped through the door, leaving the torch-carrying leader behind. “Don’t bring him again, Oak,” the leader said, “Otherwise, I’ll kill him myself.” She remained with Sir Riman in darkness.
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“Wait,” he whispered. After a minute, she sank to sit on the nearest body. “Are you injured?” he asked.

“Our leg is bleeding.” She was light-headed but willed herself to stay awake for the sake of her two sons.

“Quick, take off your trousers. We can’t leave a blood trail for them to follow,” he whispered. “Take off your hood too, please.” She took off her pants and hood. After a ripping sound, she indicated where the sword had cut her. He wrapped a bandage around her leg, but despite his tender touch, it hurt worse than she imagined. Then he was wiping her leg.

“Can you walk? We must leave.”

“Yes.” She began pulling on her trousers, grabbing onto him for her balance.

Once she had dressed, Sir Riman said, “Hold onto me.” While resting her hand on his shoulder, she took a step. Her left leg wobbled, but it still worked. She hobbled over the bodies, keeping her hand on him for balance. After brushing through the door, she felt the tunnel’s cooler air. Together, they moved along, hugging the tunnel wall in the blackness. When she stumbled, he put his arm around her for support, an offense that would have cost him his life yesterday. But now, she welcomed it.

Today, she had played the part of a fool. She was not a fighter, not a physical one, at least. She was prepared to die for the realm, but throwing away her life was stupid. The thought of little Ricard growing up in the merciless care of the Harpin royal family chilled her. If she did nothing else, she had to ensure her son became a wise king.

She limp-staggered along the black tunnels while running her fingers along the brick wall to feel for branches. Somehow, Sir Riman found his way back through the maze to the tunnel’s entrance into the West Tower.

“Our garments are here,” she said as she patted around. After picking up her clothes, Sir Riman continued leading her to the Tower’s basement, where she had enough light to change into her dress. Sir Riman turned his back, but she asked him to help her. After facing death together, she had no qualms about him seeing her in her undergarments. Not even Prince Katan could lay claim to that. To her utter surprise, she fell in love with this man, who filled the hole Preem had left in her heart.
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Foliana sat in her favorite chair beside the fireplace in her private study. Sir Riman tossed some logs on the fire, which roared out its comforting warmth. He had sent the inside guard to find the Royal Physician, so she was alone with her gentleman-in-waiting. “The man called Chestnut was right. I’m only worthy of guarding the enemy’s way to warn others before being killed.”

“You are our leader, ma’am, not our rearguard.”

Leaning back, she reached out toward Sir Riman and was grateful when he took her hand. As foolish as she was, she needed a physical touch. “I remember a silly twelve-year-old girl playing an adult game outside her father’s balcony,” she whispered, squeezing his hand. “When assassins came that night, I learned a bitter lesson. One that continues to embarrass me to this day.” She paused. “Today’s childishness will stay in my memories, bringing similar notions of being the fool.”

“The important thing, your grace, is to get your leg cared for,” Sir Riman replied. “When Doctor Cippam arrives, I’ll say I injured you during a sword lesson.”

With her eyes closed, she nodded in agreement. Her mind swirled around her tender feelings toward this man kneeling beside her chair. If only she could tell him she loved him or how he filled her heart with peace when he was nearby. As queen, she couldn’t also be a woman. So, she limited herself to murmuring, “You saved the kingdom today. If my stupid actions killed me, what would become of Prince Ricard? Raised to believe the Harpin story, he would be no better than King Tarik.”

Sir Riman shook his head, “I should have taken you back once I knew who was infiltrating our group. I failed you, putting your life in danger.”

“No. You were my rock by crashing down to smite our attackers. You are my rock that pounds on the armor of my enemies.” She paused as an epiphany came to her. “My dear Riman, I owe you a huge apology. Never again will I put you in such jeopardy because of my silly actions.”

“Fair enough. However, you may have saved us all, ma’am –”

“Foliana. I beg you to call me by my given name in private.”

“Your guarding that door was unexpected, and those soldiers were to stop any survivors. We were walking into a trap.”

“Do we have a spy amongst us? Or do the rebels?” she said. An extra-strong pulse of pain swept up, forcing out a small groan. “By the Gods, this cut hurts. Where is my doctor, Rock?” She hadn’t meant to nickname him; it just came out. But now it seemed perfect.

“He’ll be here soon, Foliana.”

She saw him smile. His sobriquet would be the secret acknowledgment of her love for him. “Stay with me when the physician comes. I need a hand to hold.” Riman nodded as he rubbed his thumb over her hand.

Moments later, the royal physician, Cippam, entered. “Your Majesty,” the short man began, “are you hurt?”

“Our leg will need your attention if we are to attend the Court today.” Without thinking, she dropped back into the royal vernacular she practiced as a child.

“I need to look at it, ma’am.” Cippam gave Sir Riman a look to say leave now.

Foliana intervened. “Our gentleman-in-waiting will attend to us too. After all, it was he who delivered this cut. Though, in truth, it was our fault.”

The physician pushed up her dress while mumbling something she didn’t make out. After taking a deep breath, she clenched Sir Riman’s hand, giving herself to the doctor’s mercy. It would hurt, but she had someone special to share her deepest pains with.
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twenty-eight
The Minister of Security


The Count of Broditch rose five hundred feet above the Royal Palace of Harpin City until he was a dot to anyone looking up. For a week after meeting with Queen Foliana about Lady Janu’s disappearance, Quon had completed various steps to forward his plans. Yesterday, his spies told him about a failed raid to free Lady Janu from the Defense Minister’s house. The minister was Quon’s tool, but he was also a fool.

From five hundred feet, Quon sent out his scan for two hundred leagues to locate Jaal’s d’dec. Dressed in a warm coat, he pulled his useless skinny legs into a cross-legged position.

He scanned toward the south, relaxing to concentrate on finding the disturbances. As expected, he discovered two. Criv’s d’dec was directly south, while Jaal’s d’dec was a few degrees to the west but the same one hundred and fifty leagues away. Ignoring Criv’s d’dec, Quon studied Jaal’s stone. After many years of practicing as his students traveled around the kingdoms, he was accomplished at determining distances.

After some mental reckoning, he was confident Jaal’s d’dec was near the village of Narbend. He had tracked it as it passed across the kingdom from Kefnu to Narbend. Then it moved southwest for a week but now returned to Narbend. His gut said it was time to destroy any rebel group with the d’dec’s holder.

However, King Tarik’s privy council met in ten minutes, so the count dropped to the red-stone Palace. On the lawn in front of the Palace’s side entrance, Quon formed two cocoons to wrap around each leg, making them appear straight. Although he floated, he made it appear he walked, creating a vain display, but he didn’t care. Walking was the ultimate defiance of what Grand Wizard Sarn had done to him all those years ago when Quon was a young, self-taught wizard.

He reached the privy council chamber before the king and sat at the long table with the other key ministers of Harpin. When King Tarik came in, he bowed. The meeting began when the king took his ornate chair at the table’s head.

The privy council first discussed general business, none of which interested Quon. When King Tarik asked him about a proposed visit from King Cullan, the king of Jongiloc, Quon gave the answer his assistant offered him earlier that the young king was eager to appear legitimate after several years of harsh rule that encouraged rebellion.

The talk of unrest in the fifth kingdom prompted King Tarik to ask about other stirrings. “Minister Quon, what are you doing about the Otanic rebels?”

“We have a spy among the insurgents in Kefnu, your grace. We have thwarted a recent attack on Otanic’s Minister of Defense.”

“But your spy did not prevent the attack on your brown-sash apprentice?”

“Our spy assures us that the Kefnu rebels did not organize the Jaal attack. Other smaller rebel groups are acting independently.” Quon saw a couple of ministers shake their heads as if disappointed in his work as the Minister of Security. So, he revealed another detail he hadn’t planned to give. “I am tracking the Pink Assassin, who is near Narbend. I believe she is contacting the renegades centered there, so I request your grace’s permission to fly there to capture these rebels.”

“Your apprentice can do that, my lord. We need you here for the next few days.”

“As you wish, sire.” Not going in person was disappointing. Criv was hard-working but couldn’t track a d’dec well enough yet. Still, he would send Criv to Narbend once this council meeting was over.

“We should teach these cocksuckers in Otanic a new lesson, Count,” King Tarik said. As the man aged, his crudeness increased. Everyone in the Royal Court knew about the king’s mental decline. “Our bitch daughter-in-law tossed out our Crown Prince, so we demand retribution. What says our other ministers?”

“Hostages, sire,” the Minister of Defense suggested. “We hold the eldest son from each noble family to pressure them to welcome your legal heir back to his rightful place.”

“Increase the annual tribute, sire,” the Minister of the Purse said. “Cut off the rebel funds, make the nobles work to destroy the insurgents themselves.”

The Minister of Justice suggested singling out suspicious people. “Hang them in the marketplace as an example of our authority.”

“Minister Faapin did something similar,” Quon responded. “He hanged all the women wearing pink in retaliation for the brown-sash’s murder. It merely hardened the people of Otanic while increasing the rebel activity.”

“Killing those bitches was a silly response,” King Tarik agreed. “However, we like the idea of another ‘Night of Magic Spearpoints’ to show them the power of our grand wizard.”

Quon hated the idea because killing hundreds of men as they slept had left a deep scar on his conscience. Despite being the architect of that massacre, he never wanted to repeat the act. “I believe there are other ways to exhibit my power, sire.”

“You sound like a whore who’ll only open her legs twice a day,” the King said, laughing at his joke. It mortified Quon when the ministers joined in the laughter. Didn’t these fools know he could kill them all as they sat at this table? But all he did was dip his head in acknowledgment of his liege’s words. After the mirth died away, King Tarik added, “You have destroyed the palace, killing dozens. You have killed hundreds in one night of magic. We may ask you to open your legs for a third time, my lord.”

“I am your servant, sire,” Quon said. “I will think about a suitable show of magical power.”

“We request a detailed response on all four proposals, Minister Quon. That reply will be in our hands before tomorrow’s council.”

“As you command, your grace, so shall it be.” This demand would trap him for another day in Harpin City.

“A man reaches an age when his legacy becomes important to him,” King Tarik said. “We wish to ensure that Otanic is a loyal vassal of Harpin before Crown Prince Katan plants his bum on our throne.”

“We shall crush these rebels, sire. And the next ones too. For there will be many attempted rebellions to your rightful rule, your Highness.”

After the meeting, Quon went to his office to draft orders for apprentice Criv. With time to reflect on the king’s words, he decided things were reaching a climax here in Harpin. All his work to win the other noble’s respect was falling apart, along with his legacy as a benevolent power for the people’s welfare. Hadn’t he rid the land of the accursed Brotherhood Against Wizardry? Very few men dared to wear the Brotherhood’s yellow gowns, though a small pocket still existed around Lastin.

His thoughts drifted toward the crown. His ideas about the young Prince Ricard flourished. If he controlled the prince, he could control the two realms. That little boy held the key to the kingdoms becoming one nation under a king that both realms recognized. He had the perfect man to kidnap the boy. Quon smiled as he envisioned when he would later betray the nobleman kidnapper. It would be an apt end for someone who slighted him in the past.

In a better mood, Quon completed his orders for Criv. Then, flying high above the city again, he locked onto Criv’s d’dec to send the instructions in a wooden box along that connection. It took a hand for the box to travel the one hundred and fifty leagues to Criv’s location in Twin Rocks. His apprentice was to travel immediately to Narbend.
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twenty-nine
The Rebel Village


Over the past fortnight, Criv was busy but bored. Eager to break the rebels, he awaited orders from Zenii. Meanwhile, he moved troops, building the garrison in Twin Rocks while sending patrols to the north, west, and south. So far, the incursions found nothing.

A week ago, a company of soldiers from Kefnu passed through Twin Rocks, scaring the villagers. The long column of four abreast even impressed Criv. Two hundred men kicked up lingering dust clouds. The company should be nearing Narbend. Since the soldier’s passing, the land settled into an expectant quiet as people anticipated war.

A day after flying a patrol to Splitoaks village, fifteen leagues south, Criv received his long-hoped-for instructions. The wooden tube arrived at midday, warm to the touch. He took out the rolled-up parchment to find Zenii’s unusually verbose missive.

Jaal’s d’dec detected in Narbend again. Rebels must be forming; go immediately. Imperative that you secure the wand. Take all actions to destroy the separatists. Bring the holder of Jaal’s wand back alive for interrogation. You have permission to use all means of obtaining the truth. No one has immunity.

Criv read through the instructions twice. Jaal’s d’dec was in Narbend again, so the murderer had returned. Criv had trained Jaal, so he took the loss of his student personally. He could use any means to find Jaal’s killer. However, Zenii wanted the person carrying the wand alive. It was disappointing he couldn’t kill the Pink Assassin. Despite his horror at seeing Sosin’s wife burned alive, the idea of holding a young woman over the flames piqued his interest. Still, Zenii’s orders didn’t say how much alive, so Criv would ensure they regretted killing his friend.

As Zenii’s first apprentice, a strong sense of purpose pervaded Criv’s actions. He watched the Academy of Wizards grow from when he walked alone around the buildings, scared of the sometimes-moody Count of Broditch. He received the guru’s direct lessons. The other students came a year later, so Criv did most of their teaching.

After two years as the only green, he wanted another green-sash to join him. Jaal had the most promise, making another reason why avenging his death dominated Criv’s thoughts. The other brown-sashes, Sosin, Amren, and Dlaan were slow learners. Meanwhile, yellow-sash Nilom was a quick, sixteen-year-old student. Criv was optimistic the boy would transition to green-sash once he found the single-split.

Criv read the instructions a third time before settling his mind. As Zenii’s personal student, he wanted to make Zenii happy. However, it remained hard to discern what he preferred sometimes.

If he wanted the Pink Assassin alive, maybe Criv would find a different female rebel to watch burn. He picked up his tarner, shaped like a weaver’s shuttle with a long hole through the thicker middle. It reminded him of his father’s weaving trade. He was a weaver before leaving home.

With his tarner, he strode to the village’s patrol house, where Captain Pluden sat at his desk. “Captain. I have instructions from Count Quon that I need to discuss with you privately.”

“Of course, sir.” The professional soldier led the young wizard to a table at the large cottage’s back, where two soldiers played cards. “Off with you men,” the Captain ordered. The troopers hurried into the cottage, leaving the garden area empty.

Criv faced Captain Pluden. “My Zenii has found Jaal’s murderer working with the rebels in Narbend. I’m to arrest this assassin and break up the insurgents.”

“Do you require troops with you, sir?”

“I want you to bring six of your ablest in case events delay the company on the road. Our orders are to use all means to destroy these rebels. After punishing her, I will bring the criminal back for questioning.”

“We are ready at your command, Sir Wizard.”

“Something else you should know, Captain,” Criv said. “It’s possible the Count’s original apprentice hides near Narbend. I have sensed a magical presence in the Barrens.”

“You mean the Gray Wizard?” the Captain asked. Criv nodded. “Is he a powerful mage?”

“He is a coward,” Criv responded, though he never met the man. “I doubt he learned much in the six years he’s been hiding. But, like me, he could fly.”

“Would that make him a green-sash?”

“He had a green-sash’s skill but couldn’t fight well. I welcome the chance to meet the fool in battle so I can return his body to my guru.” Not wanting to continue the magic conversation, Criv said, “Select your men to go with us.”

Not needing additional preparation, Criv waited in the warm sunlight. It gave him time to reflect on the mysterious Gray Wizard. Over his four apprentice years, Zenii didn’t like talking about the man. So, he only knew Lihan was weak. But Zenii said he suspected the Gray Wizard was behind Jaal’s murder. It meant Criv wouldn’t show him mercy.

Thirty minutes later, Captain Pluden came with six troopers dressed in cavalry uniforms. Three carried lances; one was a sergeant. Criv held his tarner out while sweeping his left hand across his chest as if forming a lifting hand. He created the flying platform without thought or preamble.

“Step up, men,” he instructed as he sat in the middle of the flying platform. “Captain Pluden, please sit by me.”

The soldiers flew from Kefnu previously, so they knew what to do. They lay on their stomachs, facing the direction he sat. Once he positioned the troopers, Criv formed three gripping fists to pull the platform west. Beyond the village confines, Criv angled the platform along the Narbend Road, following it from a hundred feet above.

Reaching his gripping fists a thousand feet ahead, Criv pulled them along, re-gripping four times every minute. This meant he would travel about fifteen leagues each hand. Faster than he often carried men, but a comfortable speed for the Green-Sash.

He passed over the long column of soldiers during the late afternoon. The officers rode on horses, and he passed a group of ten soldiers walking ahead of the column. Five leagues beyond the company of troopers, the poor village of Narbend appeared. He swept onto the village green with its distinctive pattern of pine trees stretched across its diagonal. A river flowed along the opposite diagonal. He touched down to let the soldiers off.

“Stand by, Captain. I’ll scan for the rebel before they can run away.”

Criv rose three hundred feet to scan around for half a league, searching assiduously for any obstruction in his d’sur waves. He sought but found nothing.

Disappointed, he scanned slower. He knew Jaal’s d’dec as he’d used it many times. Zenii had seen something here, but Criv didn’t find any interference. He forced doubt from his mind, knowing it must have left recently if he didn’t locate a d’dec.

Frustrated by his unexpected failure, Criv dropped to inform the captain the rebel carrying Jaal’s wand had moved out of Narbend.

“Prepare a search for rebels tomorrow,” Criv ordered the captain. “I’ll continue seeking the one bearing Jaal’s wand until sunset. I’ll meet you at the patrol house tomorrow morning.”

As the soldiers followed the officer in a double column, Criv gazed around the village square. First, his eyes took in the tavern with its shingle above the single door. Somehow, The Green Beret said all he needed to know about the people’s loyalty at the kingdom’s western edge.

Then, to emphasize his feelings, he saw several women wearing green berets. Within two days, he’d ensure none dared to openly wear that head covering again.

From the air, Criv moved half a league from the village center to begin a slow circle around the village. He stopped every half league to conduct a slow scan for Jaal’s d’dec. He stopped six times but found no d’dec within his scanning range. Tomorrow, he would expand the circle one more league.
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The following morning found Criv sitting in the village’s sole tavern enjoying his breakfast. The innkeeper hovered behind the bar, looking nervous after Criv requested the village sign maker. Criv suppressed his frustrations at failing to find Jaal’s d’dec. He would put on a show this morning to shake these rebellious peasants.

Soon, a medium-sized man with gray hair ambled to the bar. Criv waited, ignoring the new arrival until the innkeeper brought him to his table. The innkeeper introduced the man as Kohim, the village’s best artist.

“Thank you,” Criv responded without inviting the painter to sit. When the owner moved to return to the bar, Criv said it involved him too. The men stood by his table as Criv leaned back to ask, “What is this tavern’s name?”

“The Green Beret,” the innkeeper replied. Criv smiled at the answer before declaring the barkeeper was mistaken. “I’m sorry, Sir Wizard. I don’t understand.”

“The Green Beret represents an enemy’s name.” Criv leaned forward to ask, “Are you a rebel, Innkeep?”

“No, sir!”

“Are you sure? Your tavern has a name for rebels to rally behind. I should have you interrogated.” The innkeeper stammered that he was loyal to Harpin. “Yet your tavern has such a name,” Criv raised his voice as he continued. “As a man loyal to Harpin, should your tavern insult King Tarik?”

The owner wrung his hands, glancing at Kohim, who kept his eyes on the tabletop. Finally, the innkeeper shook his head. “No, Wizard Criv. Please forgive my error in judgment.”

“I think a better Harpinian name is the green sash. Would you agree, Innkeep?” The man meekly nodded. “Then it’s fortunate the artist is here.” Criv tapped the table to get Kohim’s attention. “Artist, can you match the color of my green sash?” Too afraid to speak, he nodded. “Good. I like the red background, so changing the sign will be quick. Place a green stripe across the red background, and change the name underneath before I return.”

Criv strode from Narbend’s only tavern, now named The Green Sash. The sense of accomplishment dispelled his earlier disappointment. The story of the tavern’s new name would spread, panicking any rebels. Two hundred Harpinian soldiers should be here soon. With luck, the separatists would make a mistake, allowing him to claim the glory. The news should force the Pink Assassin into hiding. But it wouldn’t save her, given he could detect Jaal’s d’dec if he were within half a league.

Outside the tavern, Criv stretched out on a porch chair. Soon, the artist came with a ladder to remove the shingle before hurrying across the square with it tucked under his arm. The sign-maker bowed to three Harpin soldiers crossing the area toward the market.

Pleased with his progress this morning, Criv took time to clarify his intentions in Narbend. The top priority was finding this Pink Assassin. Zenii said she was nearby, so stirring up the village might prompt someone to make errors. Besides locating Jaal’s murderer, Criv wanted to expose the rebels. He would be a grand wizard one day, so here was his chance to establish his reputation. He imagined confronting his elder brother as he worked at the family looms weaving cloth.

To find the rebels, he required witnesses he could force into talking. The men would be tough, so getting useful information could take days. But women were weaker, and the younger ones softer still. But what young girls should he choose?

He closed his eyes as he thought. This pleasant summer day offered a cooling breeze from the nearby mountains. But a disturbance disrupted his somber reflections. Criv opened his eyes to spot three soldiers arguing with several women by the bazaar. He couldn’t hear their words, but he saw the hand gestures by four women wearing green berets.

The soldiers gestured back as the dispute continued. After several minutes, the soldiers left the market. The women laughed at the troopers as they left. Criv continued to observe the women as they walked across the square to disappear among the buildings on the opposite side.

Once the women had passed out of sight, Criv headed east across the village green. The village was small, so it only took ten minutes to reach the patrol house near its eastern edge. The captain took him to his office.

Criv sat behind the desk. “Are we ready for the day, Captain?”

“We are, Wizard Criv. But we have another mystery to solve. The on-duty trooper wasn’t here, but we couldn’t find any sign of murder.”

“I sent a patrol through here a fortnight ago en route to the mountains. Is it feasible that he left with them?”

“Possible. I was unaware of this. Leaving with the other troopers is more palatable than the possibility he deserted his post.”

It surprised Criv to hear a soldier could do such a thing. Still, he visited the patrol house for a reason, so he said, “I saw three guards arguing with market women. Can you identify these men so I can talk to them?”

It took a few minutes before the captain returned with three soldiers. Criv asked the captain to stay. “I saw you in the market,” Criv told the troopers. “You were talking to four women wearing green berets. Were they insulting you?”

“They was telling us to leave, Sir Wizard,” the man on the left replied. “They calls us Arrox food.”

“Why didn’t you arrest them?”

“We’s didn’t want to make trouble until we had orders, sir.”

Criv nodded. He had to sympathize with the soldier’s dilemma. After dismissing the men, Criv told the captain, “I want any local people arrested if they insult any Harpin trooper. We must discover the rebel’s sanctuary. So, I plan to shake these locals up.”

“We shall begin patrolling the area, Wizard Criv. We’ll find something.”

“I want every woman wearing a green beret detained. I don’t care how old or young they are. We shall begin interrogating them.” Criv paused as he saw the captain’s disapproval. “Our loyalty is to King Tarik. Count Quon has the king’s ear, and the Count tells me to expose the separatists in Narbend. Am I clear, Captain?”

“Yes, sir.”

Criv didn’t mention that he cared not if some of these women wearing green berets didn’t survive their interrogations. He planned to torture them to uncover the rebels before the column arrived.

“I have instructed the tavern to change its name to the Green Sash. Make sure they complete this transition today.” The captain nodded. “We must impress on this rebel village that Harpin will no longer be lax in applying our laws. I go now to find my friend’s murderer.”

Criv walked behind the patrol House before flying until he was a league from the village square. He began circumnavigating the village, scanning for Jaal’s d’dec. It took a hand to complete one circuit, which yielded no better results than yesterday’s search.

He would have to pick a direction, so he chose north, toward Castin. He moved along Castin Road, stopping every league to scan for the missing d’dec. If the murderers went north, he’d find them today. When he did, he only planned to bring back one broken prisoner.
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thirty
The New Novice


Brodia watched as Jisana comforted Azaly over the loss of her brother Roon six years ago. It took her a while to accept this blond-haired teenager was Roon’s little sister, though she never met Roon’s family except to see them at the funeral.

Brodia’s big question was, why was Azaly here? She bore an apprentice’s wand, which Harpin’s Grand Wizard wouldn’t want to lose, so why didn’t he come to get it? If she hadn’t already asked about the Count of Broditch, she would think the villain dead, but he remained active throughout the kingdoms. Yet, this young woman carried a d’dec for several weeks without being captured. Although it made little sense to her, she must understand the reason.

Azaly carrying the d’dec jeopardized any plans of living in solitude for a year while Tresela attended school. However, if the enemy were unaware of this d’dec, she would still live in Castin, disguised as an ordinary family. She needed to know if the count had a purpose behind waiting. If not, he may be oblivious to the d’dec for unknown reasons.

“Why did you come to Narbend,” she asked Azaly, who had stopped crying.

“I told you before,” Azaly said. “We came to find rebels; we heard they could be in Narbend.”

“Did you hope to meet the Green Wizard too?”

The young blond nodded, adding, “I hoped she was here hiding. I wanted to join her.” Azaly paused. “I wanted to meet the woman my brother spoke so much about.”

Brodia heard the hesitation in Azaly’s voice. She was telling a partial truth. Something wasn’t being said. “Why else did you want to locate this Green Wizard?” Azaly shook her head, keeping it a secret. Brodia tried a different question, “Did you tell anyone you were coming here to find her?”

“Just the four of us. But the others don’t believe the Green Wizard still lives.”

Brodia thought about Azaly’s answers. Quon might have waited for Azaly to lead him to a bigger prize. If so, her hopes for a year of peace still existed. Getting up, she walked away from the group, leaving Jisana to chat with Azaly. When the trees hid her, she used her wand to search to the west, seeking the silver-stone sewed into Tresela’s clothes. She found it over ten leagues away, moving toward them.

Then she changed her search to scan from the north to the south. She kept her scan weak, so she could only check for twenty leagues. Out to the east, she found a d’dec near Narbend, a league away. She held her breath as she studied it. The wizard used a two-way split to fly. A journeyman wizard, then. She continued to analyze the unknown mage. Their strength was similar to that stranger who came into the Green Valley a month ago.

When she felt the d’dec stop to begin a sweep, she understood the wizard’s intent.

She hurried back to the group sitting beside the campfire, saying. “Dowse the fire. We must move now.” Jisana jumped into action with Haam while the rebels looked bewildered.

“Is someone coming?” the one named Floman asked. The four rebels twisted around, checking for who was closing in on their camp. “Where?” Floman asked.

Brodia refused to argue with these fools. Haam tossed enough dirt on the fire to kill it. Jisana had rolled her blanket along with Haam’s. “They are searching for us. Die here or come now.” Brodia stood ready with the mountain people. “Azaly, come with me; you’re in mortal danger.” Brodia began striding down the ridge to the west, deeper into the foothills. Haam, Ibun, and Jisana were beside her. After a moment’s hesitation, Azaly joined them. Then Todin came running with Kaan beside him. Last came a reluctant Floman.

Brodia let Ibun reach her so she could tell him what she found behind them. With luck, the journeyman wizard couldn’t search more than a quarter league, but she dared not risk their safety on such an assumption. If she avoided detection of Azaly’s d’dec, she could find a new hiding place.

The ridges got steeper the deeper she went. Brodia led the group a half league before stopping at the top of a broad ridge overlooking a fast-moving stream. The aspen trees here were sparser, so she could watch the sky.

“We stay here tonight, no campfire,” she said as she spread her blanket to sit with her back resting against a young silver-barked aspen. The four rebels sat in a tight group as if unsure.

“Who was searching for us,” Floman asked.

“Harpinians,” she replied. “I can smell them long before you see or hear them.” It was a lie, but too soon to confide in them. “You’ll learn to trust my word. Those that didn’t are dead now.”

As she waited for the sun to set, the rebels chatted in whispers. She suspected she was the subject of many of their musings. Once the stars came out, she gave her orders.

“We will set watches for the night. Two hands a watch. Todin, you have the first, then Haam, me, Kaan, and Jisana.” She didn’t trust giving a watch to Floman, who she guessed was the troublemaker in the group. Maybe he’d been the leader before.

To her surprise, Kaan couldn’t tell time during the night. He must have led a sheltered city life. “See the dazzling star there.” She pointed to the brightest star that had risen in the east. “We use it instead of the sun to measure a hand of time. Use the tree branches to set your end position for two hands.”

Forestalling any further discussion, she curled up on her blanket, though sleep took a while to find her as her thoughts remained with Tresela less than two days away.

When Haam shook her, she sat against the same aspen. She nodded to Haam in the dark, so he crept off to his blanket. As usual, he slept near Jisana; they were like father and daughter.

After checking the Time Star’s position, she relaxed to let her ears become accustomed to the sounds of the forest. She waited until Haam fell asleep. Two paces away, Azaly was deep in her dreams.

Brodia reached out her mind to the d’dec hidden in Azaly’s jacket. Touching it, she tried to enter its darkness, but it returned a virulent response, forcing her to drop the connection. As she expected, the previous owner had contaminated the d’dec. It remained a beacon for Harpinian wizards and a danger to them until she could snuff it out like a candle.
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The next morning, she explained her plans for the day. Azaly and Ibun were to stay with her while the rest moved ahead to the next ridge to form a picket line spread a hundred paces apart. If they saw any troops moving through the forest toward them, they were to inform the closest watcher before coming to her. After allowing the troops through, the picket line would follow behind without giving their presence away.

“Jisana, please give me five of your knives,” Brodia said after explaining the plan. Jisana pulled all five knives to give to Brodia, indicating her bandolier was now empty. Brodia smiled at her, acknowledging the faith Jisana had in her. “We will trap them between our two groups to ensure the troops get no chance to harm my daughter or husband.”

“If they rush you, they could get past you,” Floman said.

“They won’t be so afraid of a couple of women that they’ll charge at us.”

“I don’t like it,” he said. He crossed his arms, so Brodia glared at him, deciding to take a stand with this obstinate man. Then Floman added, “Azaly is our future, our chance to get Otanic back from Harpin. I want her safe.”

So, they know what’s inside her jerkin, she thought. She glanced at the other two rebels as they nodded in agreement. Relieved, she smiled. “I understand her importance. I’ll not let any harm come to her, I promise.”

“We’re draining daylight,” Jisana said to finish the discussion. “Tipini is a woman of her word. We all want the end to Harpin’s rule.”

After watching them move down the ridge to cross over the small valley, Brodia signaled for Ibun to walk with her. Once she was twenty steps from where Azaly waited, she told Ibun, “I want you back in Narbend to watch for the wizard. I don’t believe Preem will reach us today. They were still nine leagues away while these hills make for a slow walk. Follow the wizard’s movements; do not risk letting him sense your presence. With luck, we can still rescue our Zenii without revealing ourselves.”

“Alright, Tipini. Do you want me to tell you if I see the wizard?”

“Yes. But without him detecting your d’dec.” Ibun turned to go, but she stopped him. “Give me your sword. We need to hide our magic from these rebels for now.”

Ibun unbuckled his saber. “I will be careful, Tipini. We’ll get Tresela and Zenii back.”

“To Amira’s ears,” she said. “Stay in the village overnight. We’ll meet after this is over.”

“Very well. Good luck.”

“May the Gods grant us all some luck today.” Brodia returned to Azaly, who watched Ibun walk away. “He will keep a lookout in case the troops get around us,” Brodia lied to the curious girl. She buckled the sword at her side. Days of training with Haam meant she knew how to use it. However, she wasn’t competent with Jisana’s knives but didn’t need proficiency this time.

Sitting with her back resting against a tree, she saw Azaly mimicking her. At least the young woman had stopped wearing her green beret. It symbolized a distant period when Otanic ruled its realm. She didn’t know if she’d ever wear it again. Things were different now, making her wonder if she was still relevant. She was a stranger in a foreign land with rules she didn’t know. She was only sure of her daughter’s proximity and determination to rescue Tresela.

So far, she had avoided doing any magic in Azaly’s presence. If she was to free her daughter, she needed to learn something. Brodia formed a massive fist to fly at Azaly. The girl’s reaction settled the matter as the teenager hunched over before clenching her fists. She stared at Brodia in surprise.

“You’re her, aren’t you!” Azaly cried out. “By the Gods, please say you’re her.”

“Hush now,” Brodia said. Azaly’s attitude moved her in ways she didn’t expect, like she had another child. She smiled as she admitted, “I loved Squirt.”

Azaly went to stand, but Brodia stopped her. “Stay there, don’t attract attention to me.” Azaly sat down again. “Where did you get that wand in your jerkin?”

Azaly pulled out the wand. “I took it from a brown apprentice in Kefnu.”

Before, Brodia had side-stepped any attempt by Azaly to tell her about Quon’s Academy to further the image that she wasn’t a wizard. But now she asked Azaly to describe this Harpinian Academy. She depicted the Academy of Wizards as boys wearing different colored sashes. The green was the highest sash, the brown sash was lower, and the yellow even lower. Brodia listened as Azaly explained why she killed Jaal, the brown-sash.

“Floman asked me to kill the yellow-sash to get his wand, but he didn’t have one, so I fooled the brown-sash into thinking I was a whore.” Azaly cried softly, saying, “Harpin hanged many women the next day only because they wore pink as I had. They even hanged a small girl. It was all my fault.”

Brodia empathized with Azaly’s pain but knew she wasn’t guilty. “Someone once told me that if evil seeks you, it’s not your responsibility what that malevolence does,” Brodia said. “But this wand you hold is dangerous. Any other wizard can locate you by finding the d’dec hidden in its tip. It’s how I discovered you the other day.” Azaly offered to throw it away, but Brodia said, “It’s too important. We’ll win control of it before snuffing it out. Please give it to me to study.”

Azaly walked over to hand Brodia the wand. Back at her spot, she said, “I was at your funeral. I saw you burn away. I miss my brother.”

“We had to convince Count Quon that the wizards of Otanic died in the Palace.” Brodia studied the wand, which was a foot-long, tapered stick. “Squirt was a brave boy. He never let that arm slow him down. Did you know he killed the enemy apprentice before the count tore down the palace?”

“No.” Tears began filling Azaly’s eyes.

“I taught your brother. Although we worked hard together, he never gave in or let his arm define what he could be. He even used it to his advantage?” Azaly asked how that could be. “Well, if the enemy attacked him, he’d let them wound him in the useless arm. They thought they’d weakened him, but they hadn’t.” Azaly smiled. “I have many endearing tales for you. I also have much I want to ask you, like how you killed the apprentice and why he was killing you,” Brodia said. “But first, Azaly Namik, do you want to become my novice?”

“I ... I”

“You can feel my magic. You could control the waves just like your brother Roon. In fact, you can take his place. Be an apprentice wizard to fight against Harpin’s wizards.”

“That sounds good –”

“But before you answer, recognize the life of a novice is hard. You’ll be cold in the winter or hot in the summer while often facing death.”

“That is what I face today,” Azaly replied. “Yes, I want to become your novice. What do I have to do?”

“Work harder than ever before while keeping our secret. Don’t tell the others or use my real name. If you are sure we are alone, call me Brodia. Otherwise, my name remains Tipini.”

“Yes, Brodia.” Azaly walked around Brodia, who remained sitting. Azaly stopped to face her. “You’re the greatest. I can’t believe I’ll be your apprentice.”

“Don’t,” Brodia said sternly. “Don’t make me special. I’m Brodia, the mother of a five-year-old daughter. I can do magic. That’s it! I have a rare gift from the Gods, and so do you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, do better next time. Now, tell me how you killed this brown apprentice.”

“After Floman asked me to kill the yellow apprentice to take his wand, I found he didn’t have the wand. I was happy because I didn’t want to kill him. It was the brown apprentice who had the wand. I didn’t like him. So, I lured him into thinking I was a whore. I pushed my pin into his ear when he was beside me.”

“Why did Floman send you on such an impossible mission?” Brodia asked. But Azaly didn’t know. Brodia realized Floman tried to get rid of her, but why? She disliked this troublemaker. “I will ask him later. Now we wait.”

She sat leaning against the tree all day while reaching out to Azaly’s wand. Just as with Yarin’s d’dec, she felt its waves, doing nothing else with it. It would take days to break through the contamination.

Five times, she stopped studying Azaly’s wand to send out a scan from her own wand, checking the land for ten leagues around them. She ensured Ibun’s d’dec was silent and found the other d’dec too. At first, it circled Narbend, but now it moved north.

Each time she scanned the area, Azaly stared at her with a sour expression. “You must become used to, even comfortable with the sensation. That is part of your training.”

As the sky darkened in the evening, the five searchers returned to the campsite. She set the night watches before settling down to sleep. She felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation at having a novice. It meant she was a grand wizard. But she didn’t give it too much thought as her concerns remained with her baby and her hope the Gods would soon reunite her with Tresela. Her dreams of hiding for another year melted away like late spring snow.
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thirty-one
Flight to Narbend


Quon checked on his apprentice’s progress the next day, finding both d’decs near each other. Criv was in Narbend, while Jaal’s murderer was about two leagues to the west, within the foothills. Criv wasn’t moving toward the other d’dec, so Quon concluded his apprentice could not detect it. He made a mental note to show Criv how to extend his range. For the thousandth time, Quon wondered how much further he could search if he controlled Preem’s old supreme d’dec.

Frustrated, he returned to his office to work on his responses to the ministers’ proposals for bringing the fourth kingdom into line. As usual, their suggestions showed a narrow-minded belief that power overcame everything. That people yielded willingly to the yoke of oppression. Though he had no love for Otanic’s citizens, he preferred harmony. In peace, Harpin could grow its trade to solidify its position of dominance. Making people’s prosperity dependent on the rulers would dispel these constant thoughts of rebellion.

His assistant drafted Quon’s counter-proposals. He wanted to ease Otanic’s oppression by combining the laws of each kingdom into a set of standard rules that gave the appearance of justice. Harpin should expand trade at fair returns to allow the Otanic landowners to live prosperous lives. And finally, he would use his spies to continue infiltrating the rebels before assassinating its leadership. His proposal emphasized the importance of forming a single realm before King Tarik’s grandson became the first king descended from both royal houses.

A hand later, at the privy council meeting, Quon presented his ideas to King Tarik, who listened with frequent crude interruptions. In the end, the king expressed his preference for more direct and immediate action against Otanic.

“An old whore who wears a fancy dress is still an old whore whose tits sag to her waist,” the King said, repeating one of his favorite expressions as if he’d thought of it a minute ago. “No amount of fancy cloth will change the fourth kingdom.”

“With your permission, your grace, I would like to try these ideas for six months. If we don’t see a change, I will choose a firmer approach,” Quon responded.

“Castrate the cocksuckers,” King Tarik said. “And start with the bitch that sent our son home. Now, the fool pesters us to take action.” The king paused. “We will give our Minister of Security exactly thirty days to show improvement. Otherwise, we demand stronger force, beginning with bringing our grandsons to their rightful home in Harpin City.”

Thirty days weren’t enough, but when Quon asked for three months, the king wouldn’t give a day over thirty.

Defeated, Quon changed his approach. “I will go to Narbend myself to find these insurgents who killed my apprentice and squeeze the truth from them.” To forestall any objection, Quon added, “Wizard Criv isn’t strong enough to uncover Jaal’s wand. My presence is required to locate these rebels, sire.”

“We give our permission, Minister Quon. But our patience grows as thin as a drunkard’s piss. Bring us results in thirty days, or we will take more direct actions starting with Prince Ricard.”

“Yes, sire.”

After the meeting, Quon retreated to his office to think about quickening his plans. His biggest concern was King Tarik seizing the young crown prince before he had time to kidnap the boy for his own purposes. The agreement to snatch Ricard was in place, so Quon only had to start sooner. He prepared an obscure message for Sosin to give to the kidnapper. That evening, he dispatched the note to Kefnu.
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Early the following day, Count Quon led his manservant, Johan, out to the Palace’s eastern lawn. He was too old to deprive himself of some simple luxuries. His butler would tend to his needs once they arrived. Quon formed his four-way split with a lifting platform.

“Step up, Johan, to sit beside me.”

By now, Johan enjoyed flying around the kingdom and confidently joined his lordship. After lifting his platform, Quon began moving it south. He flew fast enough to reach Narbend in five hands.

The air whistled as it swept around his air shield. Onward he flew, heading south, then veering toward the southwest after three hands. His scan had once again picked up Jaal’s wand. It remained two leagues west of Narbend, only two more hands of flying time away.

He hadn’t revealed his true motive in flying to Narbend. He needed to separate himself from the Royal Court’s interference in his plans. But he also needed to find that d’dec. The Academy had too few to allow one to disappear as Lihan’s and Yarin’s had six years ago.

Of course, Criv intended to arrest the girl who had killed Jaal. Vengeance was a powerful motive, so Quon let Criv’s revenge drive him to improve his magic. Just so long as he regained control of Jaal’s d’dec. Quon’s first apprentice had the skill to become a blue-sash. He only needed the motivation to drive him to learn. The step from green to blue was massive, requiring an enormous drive to discover the three-way split and shimmering spearpoint.

When Quon captured the rebels, he expected to find a girl holding Jaal’s wand. Maybe she would still wear a pink dress. Whoever she was, she would regret the day of her birth once Criv finished with her. And Quon had ideas of his own once Criv was done with her.
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thirty-two
Magic Spearpoints


Brodia watched the four men set off with Jisana to form today’s picket line. She settled against the same aspen tree with Azaly three paces on her left. When Brodia glanced at her new novice, she found the young woman staring at her in awe, which was disquieting.

Had she really made Azaly her novice? On reflection, it was opposite to her desires since she only wanted a peaceful time with her fast-maturing daughter? Guiding a novice would be a constant irritation, but her impulsive decision felt too right to be wrong. As an apprentice, Azaly could help keep Tresela safe. Furthermore, Azaly ensured Brodia kept part of her focus on freeing the realm from Harpin’s leather heels.

Wanting to dissolve Azaly’s awestruck expression, Brodia asked. “What have you been doing since the Palace collapsed?”

“Two years after the ‘Night of Magic Spearpoints,’ the Harpin soldiers killed my parents. Then, I lived on the streets for three years until I killed Jaal.”

“What is this spearpoint event you mention?”

“I thought everyone knew. A year after Roony died, every military officer and most of the realm’s nobility perished overnight from a hole through their hearts. People claimed it was the magical spearpoints wizards use. They say hundreds passed away, including most of the Queen’s Guard. Even prominent women never woke again.”

“I understand,” a shocked Brodia murmured as she imagined the horror of so many sudden deaths as people slept in peace.

What had Queen Foliana done about it? How would Haam react when he learned this? The more she considered it, the angrier she got. Harpin’s grand wizard was inhuman. A mage should aid communities, not murder them. Quon was a scourge on wizardry that she would risk everything to expunge.

Azaly broke into her thoughts. “Is it true? Do wizards use magical spearpoints to kill people?”

“Yes. It’s quick and painless.”

Azaly was subdued after this, so Brodia began touching the d’sur waves from the contaminated wand she had pushed into her left boot’s top. She sensed the ripples like running your fingers through the water in a lake. The d’dec still sought to rip off her hand. Her only prior experience was with Yarin’s d’dec when she helped Preem break its contamination.

“Did you try to contact the d’dec in the wand’s tip?” she asked her novice.

“I felt the yellow-sash using magic, so I tried mimicking his mental pattern,” Azaly replied. “But I didn’t succeed.”

Brodia heard Azaly’s respect as she mentioned this yellow-sash, which was a dangerous attitude toward your enemy. “Why was this yellow apprentice doing magic near you? Was he punishing you?”

“I stole a loaf from the soldiers. The yellow-sash was protecting me, I think. I’m uncertain as things were such a blur when his magic made me sick.”

Brodia realized this apprentice would have seen Azaly’s reaction. It meant the Academy had her description. “Count Quon is the Academy leader, so they are our enemies, Novice Azaly.” Brodia paused as her mental fingers played in the d’sur waves emanating from Azaly’s wand. “You’re lucky you didn’t find the right mental pattern because Jaal contaminated this d’dec. It would have killed you. Let that be your lesson for today. Don’t do magic before you know what you are doing.”

Azaly nodded her understanding. Brodia returned to her analysis of the tainted d’dec.

After a hand, Azaly spoke again. “Roony called Wizard Preem his Zenii. Is that what I call you?”

Brodia shook her head. “Not before becoming my apprentice.” Azaly’s mentioning of Preem reminded her of Azaly’s harsh words about Preem when they were in Narbend. She didn’t know Brodia’s husband still lived, which could be a later problem. “If you trust me, you’ll accept when I say Wizard Preem was a decent man. He did everything he could for your brother. It devastated him when Roon died under the palace.”

Azaly didn’t respond, though her face remained defiant. Brodia would give it time as she scanned for Tresela’s silver-stone. They were within a league.

After another long silence, Azaly asked, “Roony claimed you dropped him from a tower in the old King’s Keep. Is that true?”

Brodia smiled at Azaly. Of course, she couldn’t warn her novice about what may soon happen to her. Instead, she said, “He’d be dead then, wouldn’t he?” Brodia noticed Azaly wasn’t convinced, so she added, “Your brother was brave, but he liked to tell stories too.” Azaly still didn’t look satisfied. It must be an old story she had cherished for six years. Changing the subject, Brodia said, “I want you to study the top of this wand in my boot. Try to perceive the d’sur coming from its tip.”

“I see them in the fire’s smoke,” Azaly said enthusiastically. “Is that acceptable?”

“It’s a beginning, but you must always observe them. Even at night.” Brodia saw Azaly’s disappointment. She remembered her initial struggles to follow the waves as Preem’s novice. She added, “But knowing what they look like is a significant start.”

“Yes, Brodia.”

“Now, hush while I concentrate on this contaminated wand.”

Another two hands passed before Kaan returned from the picket line. “Five troops in blue approach the rise. I saw a mountain man with a little girl holding his hand.” He pointed toward Brodia’s left. “Five hundred feet, that way.”

“Find Todin; tell him not to fire his arrows. We’ll move along the ridge to intercept the Harpinians,” Brodia told Kaan as he nodded at her instructions. “Remember, no one makes a move until I do.”

“You can’t battle five soldiers alone.”

The doubt in his voice amused Brodia. “We’ll keep their attention on us,” she replied, “while you creep up behind them.”

Kaan smiled at Azaly before running off. Brodia moved to her left along the top of the hill. Once she judged Tresela’s silver-stone was moving directly toward her, she sat facing the broad, shallow valley. Azaly sat beside her. “Stand when I stand, sit when I sit. I will exploit their weakness.”
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After laying Jisana’s knives in front of her and tucking the new wand under the leg of her trousers, Brodia waited. Her heart fluttered in anticipation of holding Tresela again.

Several minutes passed before she heard shuffling through last year’s dry leaves scattered over the forest floor. There were light blue flashes through the tree trunks before the group emerged. Five men in blue uniforms walked in a tight group; she saw Preem in his mountain clothes behind them. But she couldn’t spot her baby. The group was coming straight at her, so she leaned her body one way, then the other, to glimpse Tresela. There she was.

The lead soldier with shoulder epaulets glanced to see the way to the top. Their eyes met. After his shouted command, the soldiers formed a crescent. Preem remained behind them with Tresela.

Hi Mama. Tresela sent her vibrations through Brodia’s d’dec. I told Papa you would be here.

Hi precious.

The Harpinians had their swords drawn as they moved within ten feet from Brodia, who remained sitting cross-legged as if indifferent.

“Who’re you? What’re you doing here?” the leader snapped.

Brodia ignored him. Did any of these men hurt you? she asked Tresela.

Two of them beat Papa. The leader slapped me once.

“Answer me, woman.” The officer was fast to anger.

Did any of them help you, try to stop the others from hurting you or Papa? Brodia asked her daughter.

No, Mama.

The leader signaled his men to close in on the two women, holding their swords ready to run them through. Brodia remained sitting with Azaly nearby, acting nonchalant.

Zenii, my dearest, it is wonderful to see you.

And you, my dear.

Should I spare any of these soldiers? she asked through her d’dec.

No.

Satisfied the troopers didn’t deserve mercy, Brodia stood, drawing her sword. A glance to the side showed Azaly standing too, keeping her hands loose by her sides. Good, her novice had fighting spunk.

“You are at a disadvantage holding the lower ground,” Brodia said. These were her first spoken words. “I suggest you surrender.” Brodia spotted the others approaching in the distance. Todin had an arrow notched.

“You’re a woman. I have nothing to fear from you,” the man replied. He remained calm, confident in his superiority. “You don’t know how to use that sword. It won’t be a fair fight.”

Brodia waved him forward to engage her. He made a firm thrust at her stomach. Her magical shield deflected his sword as she used her higher ground to shove her blade hard through his ribs and out his back. When she released her saber, the officer’s impaled body flopped backward down the slope. The soldiers charged but had no chance as she magic’d four of Jisana’s knives into their hearts. The officer was correct about it being an unfair fight.

“Wow!” Azaly exclaimed.

“Magic,” Brodia told her novice. “But we must keep this a secret from your friends.”

Tresela ran to jump into her mother’s arms. Brodia gave in to her emotions. All the fear sloughed away; at last, she held her baby. With the end of her fears, Brodia’s body trembled. For once, she welcomed the tension’s relief.

She sensed Preem in her d’dec with Tresela. He used his perception to scan the area while Tresela wrapped her mind around her mother’s. The most intimate expression that no others could experience.

Over Tresela’s shoulder, Brodia saw the group members running up. The dead soldiers shocked Azaly’s band.

“Check them for purses,” she said. “We’ll bury them in a minute.” Then, to Preem, she asked, “Are you well, husband?”

“Indeed. I guessed you’d wait somewhere you could hide. Who are these others?”

“Kefnu rebels.” She tried to put Tresela down, but her daughter wouldn’t let go. “May I introduce Azaly Namik,” she said, pointing out Azaly, who stood with her mouth open beside her. She is my novice, she added through her d’dec.

“We’ve only been apart for seven days,” he replied with a broad grin. Turning to the teenage girl, he added, “Welcome.”

“You must –”

“Hush!” Brodia said. Still carrying Tresela, she walked away from the burial party. “Please escort my husband so we can talk.”

Once they were beyond the other rebel’s hearing, Preem said, “You must be Roon’s sister, all grown up.”

“I sense enormous power from your head. Are you the grand wizard?” Azaly snapped.

“I know how you feel,” Brodia said. “We’ll speak later, not here. This much I order.”

Preem pointed to Brodia’s left boot. “You have a strange wand giving away our position.”

“Azaly took it from one of Quon’s apprentices. It’s contaminated,” Brodia said, letting her frustrations out. “I’ve been working on it for two days. The contamination is strong.”

As she reached again to feel the new wand, she perceived Preem doing the same. Then Tresela reached out too.

“Stop!” she called out in chorus with Preem. But Tresela had already slipped into the d’dec, snuffing it out.

“How did you do that, honey?” Brodia asked in shock.

“It likes me,” was her daughter’s cryptic reply.

Preem scanned the area for any other d’decs. “Where’s Ibun?” he asked.

“Watching from Narbend village, where the green sash wizard looks for us.”

Very good, Preem sent. Congratulations on becoming a grand wizard. My teaching ended a year ago, but now you are complete.

I still need you, she replied.

Preem smiled. Then he froze, concentrating. “He comes!”

“Who?”

“Quon! He’s flying from the north. We have little time; he’s sixty leagues away.” Preem paused. “The count will realize someone snuffed out the wand. I don’t know what he’ll decide, but he won’t ignore it,” Preem said. “We must act like normal travelers. Hidden in plain sight.”

Brodia rushed back to the others. “Quick, everyone, return to Narbend,” she said. “I’ll hide these bodies before catching up. I need my husband and daughter safe while Azaly helps me.”

Without questioning her, Haam ushered the rebels away toward Narbend. Tresela didn’t want to leave, but Jisana took her hand. “Guide Papa,” she said. Then she called back, “Don’t forget my knives.”

Brodia waited for the group to disappear into the valley. “Check the bodies for money, then clean Jisana’s knives. I’ll prepare a grave.” She dug a long, narrow pit below the hill’s crest using just side waves. As they worked, Brodia told Azaly that their true enemy was the Count of Broditch, flying fast toward them. “I know you have held your hatred for Preem for six years, but you must let it go because he isn’t the villain you think he is.”

“Why didn’t he save Roony?” Azaly asked as she wiped each knife on a soldier’s uniform. She already had three purses.

“It happened in a second; there was nothing we could do. You can blame me because I saved my Zenii first. He is the best hope for wresting our kingdom back from Harpin’s king.”

After magic’ing each dead soldier into the long grave, she covered them with dirt. She kept the officer’s sword. Once she’d covered the dead, Brodia gathered the leaves from the grave area, lifting them in the air to let them fall naturally over the fresh scars in the earth, leaving no sign they’d been here.

Brodia guessed the count was a hand closer while the others should be near the forest’s edge. She used her side d’sur to avoid detection as she formed her lifting hand to fly them back to the group, concealing the tracks as she went. When she saw Haam’s massive body passing over another hill, she waited until they were out of sight. Then she flew to that hill’s top before running with Azaly to catch up.

Kaan was carrying Tresela on his shoulders. When she reached them, she hooked her arm in Preem’s as they walked through the last quarter of a league as quickly as they could. At the forest’s edge, she signaled ahead to Ibun.

Walking along the village’s road, Brodia explained they were secret rebels from the Barrens. She answered their questions candidly, keeping some secrets. At the village edge, they waited beside an abandoned house for Ibun to join them.

“Jisana, go with Haam to get clothes for Preem and Tresela. We’ll wait here.” She gave them three Harpin crowns.

As they waited, Brodia spotted two dots fly fast over the fields to the north. Their mortal enemy had arrived. She chatted with Zenii through the d’dec, confirming their next steps. Jisana returned with Haam, who carried the new clothes.

“We’ll split up,” she announced as she helped Preem change. “Haam, Jisana, Floman, Todin, and Kaan, this abandoned house will shelter you.” She dressed Tresela in her new clothes. “The rest stay in the tavern. We’re only to move in pairs.”

Only Kaan objected, but to Brodia’s amazement, Floman overrode him. She would ask Azaly about Kaan, as he seemed too concerned about her.

They sauntered to the village square, where many blue-uniformed soldiers moved around. The people looked subdued compared to three days ago. The biggest surprise was the tavern. She stared at the shingle swinging there. In fresh paint, it claimed its name was The Green Sash. Somehow, that explained the entire change in the village.

“We must be careful. The Harpinians have taken over Narbend.”

In the tavern, they took the two remaining rooms. She stayed with Zenii and Tresela while Ibun posed as Azaly’s husband in the other room. Brodia kept the new wand hidden in her boot.

They met in the room with the fresh-painted green sash on its door. Brodia told Azaly to always call Preem Jastur. They could make no mistakes now. Zenii destroyed the new wand before giving the d’dec to Ibun to hide in his boot’s toe.

“Things will happen over the next two days,” Zenii advised them. “It’s important that we’re here to see them, but the risks are high. If they capture one of us, the others are to wait. We must be smarter than them if we want to leave with an understanding of our enemy’s plans.”
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thirty-three
Vanished


Four hands into the flight from Harpin City, the Western Mountains loomed on the horizon. Quon pointed them out to Johan, who sat beside him with his legs stretched out. “Magnificent, aren’t they? We have nothing like them in Harpin,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” Johan agreed. The biggest impediment for a nobleman was that few argued with you. Still, Quon confided in Johan more often.

Every five minutes, Quon scanned ahead to confirm where Criv’s and Jaal’s wands were. Over the last few hands, Jaal’s wand hadn’t moved from two leagues west of Narbend, while Criv’s continued to move north, away from it. Quon wished he could send gripping fists beyond the horizon. In anticipation of finding cowardly Lihan, Quon increased his speed.

But the following scan shattered his confidence. Jaal’s d’dec was gone. After stopping the flying platform, he scanned intently for the disturbance. Johan stared at him with a questioning look, but Quon ignored his servant. After several minutes, he couldn’t question that Jaal’s d’dec wasn’t sending out d’sur waves. He locked the last known location in his mind before moving his lifting hand along a straight line to that place.

As he flew to that spot, he debated what could have happened. The only reliable conclusion was that Lihan broke through the contamination on Jaal’s d’dec before snuffing it out. Only Lihan knew the trick to stopping a wizard’s stone. After Lihan’s betrayal, Quon never taught the technique to Criv or any other Academy students. That knowledge remained locked in one of the red journals reserved for anyone reaching blue-sash.

Quon continued scanning the foothills, searching for any d’dec use. Finding none, he concluded that Lihan feared using magic. It meant Quon still had a chance to find his erstwhile student.

“Johan, take a note for me,” he instructed. Johan pulled out paper, a pen, and uncapped an ink bottle. When he was ready, Quon said, “Write the following, ‘Meet me in the village square of Narbend in two hands.’” He waited as Johan wrote out the curt message. Then he placed the missive inside a small wooden box. Scanning again, he locked onto Criv’s d’dec before sending the box speeding on its way. It took ten minutes to reach Wizard Criv. Soon after, he detected Criv’s d’dec reversing direction to go south. Good.

Thirty minutes later, his flying platform crossed the line of trees that covered the foothills of the Western Mountains. The last location of Jaal’s d’dec was two leagues further. It would only take a few minutes.

“Watch for any people walking through the trees,” he instructed his servant. “Any movement at all. Let me know immediately.”

Johan moved his body to lie prone on the platform to see what passed below. They saw nothing before he reached the location. Somewhere within a league of this spot, Lihan snuffed out Jaal’s d’dec. Dropping below the treetops, Quon flew inches above the ground, following the contours. He flew slow enough to study the forest floor for any disturbances. Nothing.

He flew in circles radiating from where he last detected Jaal’s d’dec. If Lihan was walking, he couldn’t get further than a league. When Johan pointed to a dark mark on the forest floor, Quon flew closer to find a firepit, too old to emit smoke. Quon chose this point as the new center as he circled the campfire in widening circles but found no people or signs of a struggle. Nothing except an unbroken mat of dried leaves.

He settled his lifting platform beside the firepit. Johan placed his hand on the burned remnants.

“Cold, my lord, but the fire is less than a week old. Otherwise, the ashes would have blown away.”

“Any sign of where they went?”

Johan walked around the firepit. “These may be tracks,” he said, pointing toward the mountains. Quon looked at the leaves that still showed signs of disturbance. So, the people at this camp moved farther into the foothills one to five days ago.

It annoyed him as the loss of Jaal’s d’dec would harm his plans to control the three kingdoms. “Come, Johan. I will fly to Narbend.”

After crossing the treetops to the nearby village, he landed beside Criv near the center of the square, where a stream crossed a line of pine trees. Dozens of Harpinian troops moved about the area. The company of soldiers had arrived in Narbend.

“Zenii,” Criv said as soon as Quon floated himself off his flying platform. “I could not locate Jaal’s d’dec.”

“Understood, Wizard Criv, as I’ve been watching your attempts to uncover it. Meanwhile, it sat in the foothills.”

“Yes, Zenii. Can I go to get it?”

“It has vanished. My erstwhile student knew how to hide a d’dec, so he has done so with Jaal’s. It must have taken him days to break the contamination, but now he has, and he’s hidden it from me.” Quon watched the disappointment play across Criv’s face. “He may return to the Barrens, where I will search for him.”

“Yes, Zenii. Do you have any instructions for me?”

“I sleep in the tavern tonight; Johan will stay in the room next to mine. Tomorrow, I fly soldiers into that hidden valley you found. We will begin our search there.”

“I have already booked two rooms for you, Zenii.”

“Good. Now, Wizard Criv, I want you here in case Lihan comes through here. Meanwhile, you must do everything you can to destroy the rebels here,” Quon said. “You have enough troops to subdue this entire village.”

“I have had everyone wearing a green beret arrested. We will question them, Zenii.”

“I am pleased with your attention to these matters. I will retire for the night; the flight here gave me an appetite. You may join me.”

“Thank you, Zenii.”

Quon detected displeasure with this instruction and guessed its reason. “Fear not, Criv. The women you apprehended will still be there for you tomorrow. The king is giving us thirty days to break the rebels before he commands a more brutish approach. We must succeed in those thirty days.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

“Now, let us go to the tavern. I hope taking the two rooms didn’t displace anyone.”

“Just two traveling families, including one with a blind man. The innkeeper put them in the barn for tonight.”
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The next morning, Quon sat at a table in the inn, eating his breakfast served by Johan. He dressed in his formal attire as a Harpin Count. His jacket was a rich blue with orange embroidery, while his trousers were brick-red with a stripe along the side in the same deep blue.

The tavern was empty except for two parents with a little girl. The father was blind with a cloth wrapped around his black face. Other than a few furtive glances from the child, the family ignored him.

As Quon finished his food, Criv stood by his table. “Sit, young man, and have wine with me. I will accompany you to the soldier’s house before I leave for the Barrens today.”

Quon took a few tranquil minutes to gather his thoughts for the day. The tavern was peaceful, with a soft breeze wafting in from the open windows facing the village square. The red wine was a passable Harpin vintage. Through the window, Quon saw Harpinian soldiers moving about in pairs. It could be a garrison town instead of a hotbed for rebel activity.

Satisfied that he had his plans straight in his mind, Quon formed cocoons for his legs before lifting himself.  Criv stood with him while Johan hurried over from the bar to attend to his lord. After waving his servant off, the count magically strode to the corner table with the family.

The black-haired woman stood, jostling her blind husband up. The girl stood, but the woman snatched up her child, holding it before her face. Quon understood the woman’s embarrassment. What he saw before she hid behind her daughter was a weather-worn face. The girl’s skin was dark brown, a tone he was a little envious of.

“Your daughter has wonderful hair,” Quon said. “I hope I haven’t put you out too much by taking your room. You may have it back tonight.”

“Thank you, my lord,” the young woman replied from behind her daughter. “It wasn’t an inconvenience at all.”

“Where are you traveling to?” Quon asked. Though a friendly conversation, he was always aware he could be talking to a rebel member.

“Castin, my lord. I seek work there.”

Quon glanced at the iron-black blind man. Something was familiar about him, like a favorite horse from his youth. “Very well. I hope the Gods look on you all with favor, especially you blind man,” he said, trying to get the father to speak.

“And on you, my lord,” the mother said.

Outside the tavern, Quon let Criv guide him to the soldier’s house on the road to Twin Rocks. A few people watched his stiff-legged walk across the square. The troops were aware of who he was, bowing as he passed.

Within a few minutes, Criv escorted him into a brightly whitewashed house. Inside several soldiers jumped up as he arrived. Quon greeted the captain as he exited a small room.

“I hear you have some rebel prisoners,” Quon said. “Can I see them?” Quon made it a point to treat officers far below him with respect.

“These women wore the rebellious symbol, my lord,” the Captain said as he led the grand wizard along a short corridor. Quon saw two prison cells with metal bands crisscrossed. Inside, four women sat in each cell. One was a pre-teen girl.

“Have you started questioning them?” he asked the captain.

“Only for their names and where they live, my lord.”

“Remember, we need the truth from them, Captain. So, you can do whatever it takes to get it.” He spoke loudly to ensure all the prisoners heard him. The fear on their faces was proof enough that they understood him.

Sitting in the captain’s cramped office, Quon explained he would fly a group of soldiers to a remote valley in the Western Mountains. “Each man must carry supplies for forty days,” Quon warned Captain Pluden. “Do you have any archers in your company?” The captain replied he had several. “I will take two with me. They provide the best defense against the Arrox.” Quon saw the doubt in the captain’s eyes. “They do exist, Captain. I have seen them myself. Eight-legged monsters that will rip someone in half. Keeping them away from you is best, so we need a skilled archer.”

“How many men will you require, my lord?”

“Eight, including the archers. I leave in one hand.” With that, Quon pushed himself up. The captain bowed.

As the soldiers buzzed around getting ready, Quon sat at the garden table. Criv sat opposite while Johan stood by in case his lord needed anything. Quon gave several last instructions to his student, emphasizing the need to get any details on the rebels before they can disburse. Criv was not to care about the prisoner’s welfare.

“The king is looking for results,” Quon reiterated with his student. “Otherwise, he will unleash a far worse fate for the people of Otanic. Your progress here saves Otanic lives, so do not be easy on the women.”

“Yes, Zenii. Will you be gone long in the Barrens?”

“I plan to give enough time for Lihan to saunter into my trap. Expect me gone for a fortnight, but I’ll return earlier if I catch the wretch sooner.” Criv promised results by the time he returned, which wasn’t satisfactory. “I expect results far sooner than that, young man. You are the second most powerful wizard in the six kingdoms. Get me results consistent with that truth.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

He waited at the table until eight soldiers came over. Each had a small pack on their backs with a rolled blanket tied to its top. Two troopers carried an unstrung bow with a quiver of arrows. The men looked tough.

“Very good. We leave now.” Quon used his riding crop, hanging from his belt, to form a wide lifting hand. With grace, he invited them to lie on the invisible carpet. Once he saw everyone settled, he floated into the middle to lie in a prone position near the center. He raised the platform a foot to adjust the balance, moving his gripping fists until the broad lifting hand was stable.

He rose until Criv was a speck standing next to the dot that was the captain. Before starting, he scanned the land to the west, finding nothing between Narbend and the sea that lay fifty leagues beyond this village.

He began moving the platform, picking up speed until he would reach this valley within two hands at most. With no sign of Lihan or his d’dec, Lihan was likely walking to the Barrens to avoid revealing himself. Quon would have a trap laid for the coward when he reached the valley.
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thirty-four
Deathly Torture


Criv watched Zenii disappear into the foothills of the Western Mountains. The snow-tipped mountains should be an inspiration, but they weren’t. He felt numb from Zenii’s warning about King Tarik taking action in thirty days. Would that mean Zenii losing control over the situation? For now, the military followed Criv’s commands, making him feel invincible and belying his origins as the second son of a lowly weaver.

Sitting behind the patrol house, Criv prepared himself for the interrogations. The captain would interview each woman first;  if he suspected any resistance or unwillingness to tell the truth, Criv would coax it from their lips. The idea of torturing anyone left him ambivalent. Killing didn’t concern him, but hurting others wasn’t why he worked hard to learn wizardry. But his guru said his duty was to break Otanic’s defiance.

Criv had his weaver’s-shuttle-tarner lying on the table as he ruminated about the situation. The thought of using his magic this way nagged him. He should leave this house to focus on what Harpin needed from him today.

Taking his tarner, Criv flew himself to the village square. Here, he strolled over to the tavern, sitting outside to watch the villagers moving about while he cleared his mind. The village was subdued today. Civilians meandered through the market while some crossed the green.

Five children played around the trees that cut the square on a diagonal. Those villagers who walked near him glanced at him before hurrying away. He was an object of fear here. It indicated his power. As Zenii said, he was the second most powerful man in the six kingdoms. The rebels had well-founded reasons to dread him.

Nearby, a couple played nanuj outside the same tavern. The mother had her back to him as she held a child in her lap, pointing out how to play. He saw the same group that morning when his Zenii ate breakfast. The blind father chuckled when the little girl said something Criv couldn’t hear. The scene made him jealous of their peacefulness. Zenii declared that wizards couldn’t have a family. Criv wondered if the rule was because the count could never have one himself. Although a pathetic thought, he couldn’t let it go.

As he pondered his role, his resentment that these simple people could have a joy forbidden to him festered. He gave up an everyday life to become a tool for his king. The lives of ordinary folk were unimportant to that duty.

After taking his noontime meal in the tavern, Criv returned to the soldier’s house. The captain informed him they had interviewed four women. One appeared reluctant to talk about her friend, someone she had portrayed as her intimate friend. “This companion may be a rebel she is protecting,” Captain Pluden said. “She wouldn’t even give me his name.”

“Very good. I will talk to her,” Criv said, wishing he could avoid torturing another human. “Bring her to me in the interview room.”

Soldiers escorted a female into the interrogation room, but when the captain offered to leave them guarding the door, Criv declined, saying none could attack him without dying instantly. He intended his words for both the prisoner and the troopers. They sat her in a chair facing a table, with another chair for him, but he decided on a different arrangement after the soldiers left.

“What’s your name?” he asked the woman who wore a dark yellow dress. The frightened woman said she was Plemia. “Please take off your boots, Plemia.” She hesitated before reaching to remove them. The stone floor would be cool for her bare feet.

He ordered her to stand before he magic’d away her chair along with the desk to leave ample open space. It also let her know he was a wizard.

“Now,” he began, “they tell me you have a lover. But you aren’t married. Is that right?” She nodded, mumbling that she hadn’t broken the law. “That is true,” Criv responded, “But I want to learn his name.”

Plemia shook her head as she said, “Why’s it important?”

The d’sur fist he threw into her stomach doubled her over, leaving her retching dry heaves. None of the prisoners had eaten since yesterday. “It’s important because I’ll kill you if you don’t tell me. I want to know his name and what he does in this miserable village.”

When she got her wind back, she sobbed softly. “Letin, sir. He's a miller.”

“The miller’s apprentice?” Criv asked, but Plemia didn’t answer. “Do you mean the miller himself?” She gave a slight nod. “But the miller’s married. You’re not his wife.”

She looked down. She was having a dalliance with the married miller. But why would Harpin care about that? There must be more to her reluctance. Perhaps the miller was part of the resistance in Narbend, a rebel group attending rebellious meetings in secret.

“Do you attend secret meetings with him?” he asked.

Plemia looked confused, or was that reticence? “We keeps it secret,” she said after a pause.

“So, you do go to secret meetings with your lover?”

“I didn’t mean it like that, sir.”

She was lying. He hated liars. He used a gripping fist to lift her. She let out a startled cry. “You have seconds to tell me the truth.”

“Honest, sir. We do nothing like that.”

Criv formed a gripping fist around her foot, squeezing so hard she screamed as her body convulsed. He jammed a third d’sur fist into her mouth to cut off her screams. Harder, he squeezed her foot until he sensed his d’sur fist jerk as her bones broke.

He released the d’sur fist covering her mouth. She was crying uncontrollably.

“Where were you meeting?”

“Please ... sir,” she wailed. Blood dribbled from her nose as he held her in the air.

“Answer me.”

She didn’t, so he crushed her other foot. He closed off her mouth and nose simultaneously. After a few seconds, her second foot broke as she thrashed in the air.

He continued to hold her as her writhing slowed. He was determined to wait until she knew her life was in his hands. Then her body sagged in his gripping fist. He held her for a few more seconds before he dropped her to the stone floor, where she crumpled into a flopped heap.

Surprised at how she lay formless on the floor, he squatted beside her to feel for a pulse. He found none in her dead body. A sense of guilt swept over him. What should he do differently? Frustrated, he left the room to tell the captain to remove her body.

“Did she say anything,” the captain asked.

“Her lover is Letin, the miller. Let’s have him watched by someone not in uniform.”

“Yes, sir.”

After the sudden death of the prisoner, Criv needed a break. “We’ll start again tomorrow.”
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After a night’s rest, Criv walked across Narbend’s village green. He needed last night to reflect on his role as Zenii’s enforcer. He thought he was tough like Zenii, who burned Sosin’s wife. But that woman dying yesterday shook him. So, he spent the evening in deep conversation with his conscience. He realized he didn’t care for Otanic citizens, so if some died, that was Fortitad’s will.

When Criv reached the patrol house, the soldiers had finished interviewing the four remaining women who had worn green berets.

“Three women answered all our questions. We verified their answers, but they had no meaningful information about the rebels, just the same rumors we have heard.” The captain paused, so Criv asked him about the fourth woman. “The last one is a small girl. She is hiding something about her family. I am certain of it, sir.”

“Place her in the room then. I’ll talk to her,” Criv said. Captain Pluden signaled to a soldier to fetch the prisoner. “I hate this, Captain,” Criv confessed. “Do we know where she lives?”

“We do, sir.”

Criv sat behind the interrogation desk, back in its original position away from the wall. Two soldiers brought in the pre-teen with long brown hair. They sat her in the chair opposite him. She looked defiant despite her young age. Criv started with simple questions, learning that her name was Jarlina and she was ten and a half years old. Surprisingly, the girl was smart enough to realize they had arrested her because she wore a green beret.

“It ain’t against the law,” Jarlina said at the end.

“You know the law then? Impressive in one so young.” Criv leaned back, hoping to catch her out without resorting to torture. “Did your mother teach you?”

“Everyone knows you can wear what you want.”

“Did you hear about this law at home? Did your mother tell you?” he asked again, ignoring her evasive answer. Jarlina shook her head. “Where then?”

“I sees others wearing it, so I asked for one,” the girl declared.

“And your mother bought it for you?” Jarlina hesitated. “What about your father?” he asked. When she claimed she bought it. He asked, “How much did it cost?” Again, she didn’t answer. Criv knew she was lying. “You said that you asked for one. Who did you ask?”

Hesitation. “A friend.”

“Jarlina, what was their name?”

“I’m not telling her name.”

Her friend is a woman, he thought, maybe the Pink Assassin. It meant nothing to buy a green beret, so why else is this girl protecting a woman? “Did you meet her at home?” Jarlina nodded. “You’re going to tell me her name. If not, I’ll hurt your mother until she tells me.” She shook her head, showing genuine fear for the first time. He studied her eyes but saw no sparkle there.

“I’ll give you a few minutes to think about your friend’s name,” he said as he got up to leave.

Outside the room, Criv called to Captain Pluden. “The one I seek is at the little girl’s house. Find someone who knows where she lives.”

As the captain hurried off, Criv paced around, working to bring his anger under control. This little girl’s resistance was trying his patience. It still irritated him when he returned to the interrogation room. This time, he would use spearpoints to get her talking.
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Criv walked beside Captain Pluden, furious because the little girl eventually forced him to slaughter her. He remembered Pluden’s revulsion when he saw what Criv had done to the girl after losing his temper.

The image of her corpse wouldn’t leave his psyche. Who’d think a child’s body had that much blood?

Criv followed the village guide along the road toward Jarlina’s home. Soon he would have Jaal’s murderer, making this all worthwhile. But why did silly little Jarlina make him destroy her?

He took a deep breath. At least he now knew the Pink Assassin’s name was Azaly.
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thirty-five
Sleeping Arrangements


Sitting beside her teacher, Azaly watched Brodia play a village elder at Nanuj outside the Green Sash. Though she didn’t understand the game, the two players’ intensity fascinated her. Brodia called out each move so Preem could follow in his mind.

This was their third day in Narbend, making her wonder how her life would go from this day forth. On the first night, the innkeeper asked them to surrender their rooms for Harpin’s illustrious Minister of Security. As she stayed in the barn, Brodia whispered the Minister was the Count of Broditch, Harpin’s grand wizard. The man who’d killed her beloved elder brother, not to mention the royal family. The Green Wizard trusting her with this information made her prouder than anything from her past.

That was also her first night of novice training. Brodia had her scaling the ladder to the barn’s loft. Up and down she went until fatigue robbed her legs of strength. She asked how often she had to climb to the loft. Brodia said two more once she felt exhausted, which became the ritual. The next night, she did ten before she tired but struggled through two more. Last night, Azaly didn’t bother counting; what was the point? She started counting once she had to drag herself up the ladder.

Then, they’d seen the count flying over the village toward the mountains on the second day. Brodia relaxed once he’d passed from sight but asked everyone to listen for where the bastard went.

On the second night, Brodia told her to spend the night with Ibun, Preem’s taciturn second apprentice. With a certain level of trepidation, she joined the tall stranger. But he did nothing. Worse yet, he insisted she sleep on the floor beside the bed. What kind of gentleman did that, she’d thought. But yesterday, when she alluded to these sleeping arrangements, Brodia seemed fine, saying she slept each night on the floor while Preem shared the bed with Tresela.

Now, on the third morning, she attended to Brodia as her little daughter ran around playing games with imaginary friends. But the little girl kept interrupting the game to ask her mother for something. Finally, Brodia asked Azaly to take Tresela for a walk while she concentrated.

“Would you like me to escort you to the market?” Azaly asked the five-year-old.

“Yes, please.”

Brodia nodded in agreement. “Make it last a hand at least.”

“Yes, Tipini. C’mon, Tres, we’ll look at the pretty dresses.” Azaly crossed the village square, holding Tresela’s little hand as the rambunctious child skipped beside her. To slow Tresela down, Azaly asked her about living in the mountains. “Is it true that Arrox live there? I heard they hate humans.”

“They didn’t hate us,” Tresela replied as she pulled Azaly toward the blue stalls. “Mama always told me they would like to eat us.”

Azaly smiled at Tresela’s small joke as she carried the little girl so she could see all the dresses at the blue stall. Azaly noticed that no green berets hung on the stall’s posts. “Did you sell all the berets?” she asked the merchant named Anji.

“Don’t even ask,” Anji responded, glancing around. “I tooks ’em all down. ‘Cause of ‘em Harpin soldiers. They arrested every woman wearing one.”

Azaly thought about Brodia’s warning about being a rebel or being imprisoned. Now she understood Floman’s words too. You got away with wearing a rebel symbol until the day you didn’t. Then she remembered little Jarlina. She had to warn her.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Azaly said to the merchant. “C’mon on Tres, we must go.” But Tresela wanted to stay. “I know a girl you can play with,” Azaly said, enticing Tresela to leave the market.

Azaly walked across the village square, but Tresela was slowing her down. So, she picked up the little rascal before jogging across one of the Nar River’s wooden bridges. Azaly’s mind was in turmoil as she worried about Jarlina and the danger she put the girl in when she bought her a green beret. If only she’d listened to wiser people.

When she knocked, Narini let her in. Azaly didn’t see Jarlina.
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thirty-six
The Murderer


Criv marched across the village square as his fury at the silly little girl threatened to twist him. How would the Gods treat his actions when he visited the Hall of the Gods.

When he saw the little girl’s home, he knew he would take his revenge on the girl’s parents for making her so obstinate. It would also help to clean away the sin he’d committed. Like most of Narbend, this poor family didn’t maintain their home.

“Are you sure?” he asked. The young village guide nodded. “Captain, break down the door.”

Two heavy troopers used their booted feet to smash in the door. Criv chased behind the two soldiers into the musty-smelling house. Inside, he saw a stout woman get up with a lean man beside her. The man drew his sword. He saw a teenager with a child in her arms. Was this the girl Jarlina mentioned? She didn’t match Nilom’s description of the Pink Assassin. This girl was older with blond hair. However, he did recognize the child she carried as the same girl traveling with the blind man. He wrapped a cocoon around the teenage girl, locking the child in with her. The teenager could be Jaal’s killer.

“Arrest that man,” he commanded, pointing at the lean man holding a sword.

Two soldiers engaged the swordsman as Criv secured the girl in his cocoon. The swords clinked as the soldiers forced the man back until he made a desperate lunge at one soldier, but the other ran his sword through his chest. It was over – with the lean rebel dead, the stout woman held, and the two girls controlled.

Then he felt a presence in his d’dec; it stopped sending out d’sur waves. His cocoon vanished, releasing the girl, who ran away through the back. Although he was in the d’dec’s darkness, his mind had no waves to manipulate. The faint glow from the imaginary stone was gone. It was impossible. Struggling with his mind, he tried to regain control, not even noticing what was happening around him.

“Sir?” The captain tried getting his attention. At first, he ignored the captain. He had to retake control of his d’dec. If not, he was helpless. “Wizard Criv?” Captain Pluden said more forcefully. “What do you want us to do?”

Criv’s awareness returned to the room, where the girl was gone with the blind man’s child. He had to get them back. “Go after the girl, don’t let her escape.”

The captain sent the two soldiers who’d killed the rebel to chase the girl.

Criv held his tarner by his head. Was it a matter of distance? He still couldn’t find any waves to manipulate. He was in the enemy’s territory with nothing to protect himself. Worse yet, the soldiers would no longer obey him if they knew he was helpless.

“Bring her with us,” he said to the soldiers holding the stout woman. “Stay here, Captain, to ensure they locate that girl.”

Outside the house, he ordered nearby troops to attend to the captain. Meanwhile, he would be safer in the patrol house. On the way, he continued working to find his d’sur waves. The Gods must be punishing him for killing that girl.
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thirty-seven
Stopping the Waves


The moment the cocoon released her, Azaly ran for the kitchen door carrying little Tresela in her arms. She didn’t know why the green-sash freed her, but she wasn’t about to ask, especially after seeing Lim die in front of her.

Outside, in the sunlight, she had to make a quick decision. She should return to the square, but the soldiers must expect that so it would endanger her teacher. She ran away from the village center, angling toward the foothills.

Two houses away, she stopped to hide. Breathing hard, she lowered the little girl to the ground.

“They were mean men,” Tresela said.

“The one with a green sash is a wizard. He was holding me, but then he let me go.”

“I made the waves stop,” Tresela’s words were so casual that Azaly didn’t comprehend at first. She asked the girl what waves she was talking about. “The waves from his stone, silly. I made them drop so we can run away.”

Azaly didn’t understand magic yet, making her feel like a puppet in a pantomime with no understanding of the story. What she could control was getting Tresela to a safe place.

“Are we going to Mama?” Tresela asked, which was uppermost in Azaly’s mind.

She glanced around the corner to see two blue-uniformed soldiers leave the house. As hoped, they turned toward the square. “We will play a game called hide and seek. Those blue troops seek us, but we can’t let them see us.”

“I played that game with the bears,” Tresela said as she peeked at the soldiers. “They were easy to get around but always found you with their noses.”

Azaly continued to watch the troopers. They signaled to other soldiers. More men began walking from the square, making it impossible to get past them. So, she picked Tresela up, ready to run further toward the village’s edge. She waited for an opening to cross the gap to the next row, closer to the fields.

The blue men weren’t rushing. They searched each house, even checking the outhouses. Leaning against the wall, she tried to estimate if she could make it across the gap. Although risky, what other choice did she have?

She twisted to peek around the corner. Tresela was in her arms when she heard from behind, “There you are.”
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thirty-eight
A New Weapon


Quon watched the greenery of the foothills terminate as he flew the eight soldiers into the mottled gray of the Barrens. At this speed, the air whistled around them. Ahead was the mountain with the cleft top; he swung by it, keeping it to his right. Beyond were more valleys strewn with rocks. The sounds of screeching eagles soon reached his ear.

“Do you hear that noise?” he asked the sergeant beside him.

“Eagles, my lord?”

“They sound like eagles,” Quon said, using the conversation to settle his anxiety over feeling Lihan was almost in his grasp. “But that’s the call of Arrox. They can tear apart a powerful soldier like yourself.”

Quon glanced at the sergeant, who gazed around. Confident that Lihan lingered in the forested foothills, Quon pulled his platform toward the eagle’s screams. As he approached the slopes of a mountain, the screaming intensified. “Have your men watch for dark brown creatures the size of a bear,” Quon told the sergeant.

He kept his platform twenty feet from the steep rock face as he slowed down. From here, the screams unsettled the soldiers. Then, one man pointed ahead. Quon closed in until his old eyes saw what the others discerned. The creature clung to the rocks with six of its eight legs while the front ones threw a rock at Quon’s platform. His shields protected the soldiers.

“That, gentlemen, is an Arrox. It will kill you to eat you.” Quon paused to emphasize his words. “But not necessarily in that order.”

After making his point, he pulled away from the slope to continue toward the High Pass. Within minutes, he spotted the mountain with the spike that began halfway up its slope. Ahead was the imposing sight of the High Pass, the secret way into the western Barrens that hid the Midnight Towers.

After reaching the pass, he eased up the massive slope, searching for signs of a person scrambling up. Here the air was thin, making it hard to breathe. Soon, he was at the top of the ridge.

Turning right, he could follow a narrow path to the lake of three valleys, leading the traveler to the Valley of Five Falls. But today, his destination was the green valley three thousand feet below the high pass on the other side. Down there, the breathable air supported a lush forest of pine trees.

He saw the river running through the valley’s center. A couple of smaller rivers ran into it from either side. Quon had to search for Lihan’s hideout. On the flight, he debated with himself over being stealthy. Although he didn’t expect Lihan to have reached this valley from Narbend yet, he wouldn’t rely on that assumption. His power outclassed his erstwhile student, so he decided against circumspection, choosing instead to search too fast for Lihan to hide.

He guessed Lihan’s camp would be near the river or in one of the side valleys. He tried the river first. Dropping until a hundred feet above the waterway, he cruised along the river’s path.

“Look for signs of a dwelling,” he called to the soldiers.

Dense trees grew along the river. If Lihan lived here for five years, Quon would expect to find a cabin. He saw nothing before the western cliff, where the river ran off to crash on the rocky beach far below. He returned to check the side valleys.

A league before that drop, he passed a small stream running from a narrow side valley. Quon turned the platform away from the river to ease his way up from the tributary’s confluence. He flew lower so they could see through the trees, but it looked pristine.

The narrow side valley had a few scrubby-looking bushes dotted about it. Quon dropped the platform to a couple of feet above the valley’s floor. He studied the ground for any signs of habitation. Beside the stream, he discovered a well-worn path leading to a cave on the left.

Quon dropped to the ground before ordering the sergeant to prepare his men. Once the archers had strung their bows and notched an arrow, they began walking toward the cave entrance. Quon floated behind the troopers as the bowmen covered the entrance.

The sergeant pointed to two men to enter with their swords drawn. Quon waited as they passed into the darkness of the cave. He saw a rough pile of logs inside the entrance. This was someone’s home. The only logical choice was Lihan, though he didn’t expect him here today. Near the cave, he spotted a metal box, a foot on each edge and cool to the touch. Without thinking, he picked it up to examine it.

Age had pitted the metal, but he found no rust, which was strange. He passed it to an older soldier. “Keep this with you. I will inspect it later.”

Five minutes later, the two men returned. “There’s an old fireplace near the back, my lord.” One man announced. “It’s less than a month old.”

“Sergeant. Have the men search the cave but disturb nothing.”

“Yes, sir.” The men fanned out as they entered the cavern.

Quon drifted over to the log pile. The ends were smooth, not the roughness associated with using a saw. A wizard had cut these with a magical edge. The technique was delicate, which meant Lihan had trained during his isolation. But it wouldn’t save his life when Quon found the coward.

As his eyes adjusted, he continued floating to the back of the cave. He found a few signs of occupation, but he got the sense that Lihan had disguised his presence. But why hide his existence if he intended to return?

Of course, Lihan may change his plans after capturing Jaal’s d’dec, deciding to return to hiding while the furor of Jaal’s murder dies down. If this were true, then the Pink Assassin might travel with Lihan. Quon sat on the cave’s floor as he thought about the situation.

King Tarik gave him thirty days, too little to accomplish his plans for peace. But if he broke apart the rebels, he may convince the king to give him more time. These next thirty days were about showing progress. Several plans had gone awry over the years, and Quon sensed Lihan was behind those failures. The man was a sneak who reveled in spiking the well-engineered gears of Quon’s plans, like the saboteur who used a branch to jam a water mill’s cogged wheels.

The Pink Assassin was someone more in the public’s knowledge. So, capturing her would be a critical demonstration that he had Otanic under control. The only question was how painful to make her death.

Satisfied with his short-term aims, he drifted out of the cavern to turn up the valley. Fifty paces further up, he noticed another cave entrance on the opposite side. The valley floor had no well-defined path leading to this second cave. The opening’s size was a third of the main cave, making it an excellent place to watch from.

“Sergeant?” he called down the valley. The sergeant stepped out of the bigger cave. “When your men are done, bring them here. This will be our base camp.”

“Aye, my lord.”

Soon, the sergeant led his men to where Quon floated. He told the soldier carrying the box to stay outside. Once they settled, Quon asked the older soldier to open the box.

Quon rested his hand on the bone handle of his riding crop mastyon tucked into his belt as he watched the soldier, keeping a shield against anything in that box.

“It’s empty, my lord,” the trooper replied after opening the lid.

“Very good.” Quon floated out to take the box. “Sergeant, settle the men; I’ll explore the main valley more. We’ll stay the night in this cave.”

He didn’t wait for a reply; instead, he flew into the central valley with the box in his hands. The box’s age intrigued him, so he’d make a leisurely assessment in the Academy’s library.

He flew well above the treetops. When he rested the cube in his lap, his platform evaporated, causing him to fall; he couldn’t feel his d’dec in his riding crop.

His arms flailed as he fell, and a startled cry escaped his lips. Then, just as quick, he sensed his d’dec again. Years of training allowed him to re-enter the darkness to rebuild his lifting platform in under a second. He was a few feet above the treetops. The box had vanished into the forest, but he didn’t care.

Horrified at losing power, he angled through the trees to the ground. He sat there regathering his wits as he repeated things in his mind. What had happened to his d’dec?

Had Lihan found a new ability, one where he could block a wizard’s access to his d’dec? It would be a deadly weapon. But why return the connection? Quon tried to relive the feeling when he separated from his d’dec. It included a sense of nausea, similar to when he first felt Sarn’s magic all those decades ago at Harpin’s royal court.

A worried Quon flew back through the trees. He didn’t risk rising above the treetops where an enemy could spot him. With his confidence bruised, he meandered to the narrow valley’s upper cave where the soldiers sat. He had the sergeant post one lookout near the valley entrance. Everyone else was to stay in place to avoid revealing themselves.

Quon waited for Lihan to appear. When the sky darkened, the sergeant pulled back the lookout. Quon hunkered for the night. Before sleeping, he thought about Lihan and the possibility he had a new weapon. It went against everything Quon remembered about the weak-minded wizard. But six years could change a man. If Lihan had developed a unique ability, Quon would study it before adding it to his arsenal. But what about Criv? Such a technique left his green-sash vulnerable.
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thirty-nine
Separate Paths


Brodia enjoyed the peace while Azaly babysat her daughter. She watched Zenii play nanuj against a local. She relayed the moves so Preem could follow in his mind. Ibun sat nearby, tracking the movements in the village center.

“Tipini?” Ibun said softly.

When she glanced at him, she saw him indicate into the plaza with his chin. She spotted the green-sash marching across the square with five Harpinian troopers. They strode over the wooden bridge where the line of trees crossed the Nar River.

“Azaly took Tresela to the market,” Brodia said. The wizard had a determined stride as he followed a villager. “She should be fine.”

“I watched them cross the square three minutes ago. They also hurried in the same direction,” Ibun said, pointing at the green-sash, who disappeared among the houses.

What now! she thought. For a second, Brodia felt trapped by events that kept spinning her world whenever she relaxed.

But Preem was ready for action. “I must thank you for the game, good sir,” he said to his nanuj opponent. “But it’s time for me to stretch my legs.” With that, he stood. She jumped up with Ibun, happy to do something.

Ibun led the way as they meandered in the green-sash’s direction. He had Jaal’s d’dec hidden in his boot. Brodia had recognized it as Roon’s old d’dec, and Preem thought it could be a familial problem if Azaly used her brother’s stone. So now, it belonged to Ibun.

She guided Zenii by the elbow, creating an image of a couple out for a stroll. “What do you think?” she whispered.

“I sense a determination in him. He has a two-way split ready, so he expects action.” As usual, his calm voice helped steady her mind. “We should shadow him, not intercept him.”

“Ibun, stay to the right,” she called out, keeping them on parallel paths to where the green-sash disappeared between two buildings. Harpin’s wizard was stationary fifty feet ahead of them. But she kept her attention on the magic he used.

When his magic jumped in intensity, she told Ibun to go faster. Her awareness remained locked on the green-sash as they closed in on his location. When his d’dec stopped sending its waves, it surprised her. Never had she seen him do this. This unexpected demonstration of a demanding ability worried her, causing her to slow a little.

“Why haven’t we met this technique before?” she asked.

“Keep moving,” Zenii said. “Something strange is happening.”

The green-sash pushed his power, but nothing came from the d’dec, which was crazy. Brodia sensed the panic in the wizard’s mind as he worked inside his d’dec. “I’m worried. Something is very wrong here,” she said, agreeing with Preem’s comment. “We should walk past the house. Maybe we can enter through the back.”

Ibun led them beyond the house where the green-sash struggled with his d’dec. Two soldiers rushed out the back door, so Brodia continued to guide Preem. They passed a line of houses. Passing a second row, she spotted Azaly carrying Tresela, looking away from them.

“There you are,” she said, happy to find her daughter.

“Mama.” Tresela wriggled out of Azaly’s arms to run to Brodia. She picked her little daughter up.

“The soldiers are searching for us,” Azaly said as they huddled behind the building.

“Are you certain?” Preem asked.

“Yes. We escaped from them. The one with the green sash held us in magic; I could feel it. Then it was gone,” Azaly replied. Preem asked her how, but she shrugged her shoulders. “Tres said she did some –”

“I stopped it, Papa,” Tresela said proudly.

Brodia didn’t understand, but Preem seized the situation. “We must leave now,” he said. “Return to the forest.”

Brodia didn’t question Preem’s instincts. So, after handing her daughter to Ibun to carry, Brodia led them toward the western edge of the village.  Azaly went to guide Preem, but Brodia told her, “Jastur’s fine. Keep your eye out for the soldiers.”

At the edge, Brodia looked across the open farm fields to the woods. About a hundred paces away, she saw a thick clump of bushes. They had to reach that undetected.

“Run to those bushes,” she said. “After I’ve distracted the soldiers for a couple of minutes, I’ll join you.”

They ran across the fields while she dealt with the troops, fanning across this part of the village. They would be here soon. Activating her d’dec, she reached out to an outhouse three houses from her, just ahead of the cordon of soldiers. She pulled the outhouse down with a crash.

“Over here.” A few voices called out as the cordon moved away from her. She reached out to another latrine she could barely discern, even further from the western edge of the village. She reduced it into a jumble of wood too.

More cries as soldiers moved in that direction. She turned to run hard for the bushes, doing her best to keep a low profile as she ran along the fence lines.

Inside the clump, she dropped to the ground, breathing hard. Further away, she saw more bushes growing beside the Nar River.

“No one was watching,” Zenii said, using his magical perception, which was more acute than a person’s sight.

“If we follow this river to the forest, we can use its bushes for cover,” she said once she’d caught her breath. “Soon, they’ll begin searching wider again.” The riverbank was thirty paces away, but they had to cross an open field. “We’ll let these bushes hide us from the village.” She pointed to the spot along the river that they would make for.

At the river, they hid below the riverbank with its bushes. They hurried along the river’s muddy edge until they reached the trees. Once out of sight, they walked along the drier top of the riverbank. Brodia led the group for another half-league along that riverbank until she was confident they were far beyond anything more than a determined search of the forest.
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Brodia sat with Tresela in her lap. Preem rested beside her while Ibun leaned against an aspen tree with Azaly. She doubted they could return to the tavern, so they only had their clothes and some food. Rough and ready, the wizard’s way. The idea brought a smile. But it vanished when she reflected on her hopes for at least a year to prepare Tresela for the world outside the Green Valley.

After ripping a strip of dried meat in half, she shared it with her daughter, who remained subdued in her lap. The recent events left them reflective.

Preem broke the silence, “Tresela, honey, how did you stop the wizard’s d’dec?”

Tresela answered matter-of-factly in her light voice, “I just asked it to stop.”

“The d’dec let you in? It wasn’t contaminated?”

“The stone liked me.”

Brodia had heard this claim before. “What do you mean it liked you.”

“I asked, so it said yes.”

Brodia doubted she’d get a clearer answer from her five-year-old. “Someday, you’ll have to show us how you ask.” She paused as she gathered her thoughts. “We can’t go back, can we?” Even as she asked the question, she knew she meant Narbend and Home Cave.

“We must create new plans,” Preem said. “We’d be fools to believe we can disappear. I fear we’ve left too many clues for Quon to think his enemy hasn’t returned from the dead.” His words sent a chill through Brodia.

“You said that Quon thinks the Gray Wizard still lives,” Brodia said, clinging to her dream. “Won’t he be looking for him?”

“Indeed. But it matters not who he thinks his adversary is. He will search the entire land. When he can’t find the dead Gray Wizard, it will become obvious that the Defenders have returned to destroy him.” As Preem paused, she waited with the patience years with this amazing man gave her. “If Quon searches for his foe, then we must be prepared to offer him a target of our choosing.”

When she realized what he meant, she shook her head. “We can capture this green sash wizard. Make Quon search for him.”

“Indeed. This wizard with the green sash can’t restart his d’dec,” Zenii said. “He’s helpless at the moment. But you know this won’t fool Quon. Still, we should finish what our daughter started now that we can’t hide anymore. We’ll return to Narbend to capture this journeyman wizard.”

“His name is Criv,” Azaly added. “I heard a soldier call him by name.”

“That’s good. Knowing their names gives us some power to find them,” Preem said. “Do you know what strength these sashes mean?”

“I know brown is stronger than yellow. One of them said he hoped to become a blue-sash one day. I think he meant that was the highest color.”

“So, the green lies between brown and blue. I like them telling us how strong they are before we engage them.”

“What else can you tell us about this Academy of Wizards?” Brodia asked.

“Only rumors. All the Academy members come from Harpin. People say they kill anyone found from Otanic. I’ve never heard of Academy females.”

“Barbaric,” Brodia muttered. She could guess the fate of girls they found sensitive to the magic. “We must stop these monsters.”

“Indeed,” Preem agreed. “It’s time to keep our promise to Queen Foliana.” Preem pushed himself up, so Brodia joined him. “We’ll fly back to Narbend to capture the journeyman before help can reach him. But finding him will be difficult since his d’dec is now silent.”

“He’ll be at the patrol house on the road to Twin Rocks,” Azaly said. “I know where that is.”

“Good. Then let us be gone.”

Brodia formed her lifting hand to return them. But before Tresela could guide her papa onto the platform, he stopped her.

Tresela sent a brief message, Papa sees someone coming.

Where?

Tresela pointed to the northwest. From there.

“Zenii, is he returning?”

“Indeed. He’s only thirty minutes away, so the journeyman lives another day.” Preem reached for his daughter, who sensed something wrong. Brodia’s heart fell when Preem added, “We can’t risk losing everyone. We must separate now. I’ll go with Ibun to attract Quon’s attention to the south.”

A rapid discussion ensued as Preem said he would find a ship bound for Lowmouth. He would start a rebellion there to distract Quon from Otanic. Brodia would go north to Castin. There, she would assess if she could hide. When she looked at Azaly, she knew she needed to visit the Valley of Towers. Once before, she’d separated from Preem. She remembered the mess she made of things; hopefully, she was wiser now.

The bigger mystery was Jisana. Preem remained confident she would make a wise choice. The knife-throwing teenager already had a small band of rebels. It would be a starting point.

Preem ended the discussion by saying, “We must say our goodbyes now.”

Brodia gave Ibun a hug, wishing him luck. Preem held Tresela in his arms. Then Brodia’ had to say goodbye to her guru, her lover, and the father of her child.

“One day, we’ll joke about this moment over a wine glass,” she whispered as they held each other. They both knew it was a lie.

“Good luck, Squirrel. Trust your instincts,” he whispered back. “Hide so you can raise our daughter to be compassionate.” She gave him a stronger squeeze to say yes. But she couldn’t tell him to remain careful because he wouldn’t.

Preem formed a lifting hand with just his side waves. Ibun jumped on before they flew low and fast due south. Ibun carried the d’dec from the brown-sash. It would be another talisman to attract Quon. In seconds, they were gone.

Brodia had two d’decs, but she didn’t use them. Their immediate task was to fade away into the forest. She began walking upriver, keeping to the top of the river bank. It was a sad moment, but it was correct.

As she walked, she thought about Tresela. She would let her develop, but time had run out for finding safe places. In this, she disagreed with her Zenii. She just hoped he would understand.
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forty
New Threats


After yesterday’s scare with losing access to his mastyon, Quon had to decide about staying here or returning to Narbend. He gave several orders to the sergeant in case he had to leave suddenly. The most important instruction was to watch for anyone coming to the lower cave. If someone came, the soldiers should not confront them but tie them up while they slept.

When the sergeant asked if they should knock the individual out, Quon responded, “If you don’t, they will kill you all. You must keep their wand far away from them.” Quon gave the sergeant a silvery stone. “Keep this on you, day or night.”

While the soldiers remained in the small cave’s entrance, Quon took a few minutes to explore the black cave behind them. He reached out with his d’sur waves to visualize how the rocks around him affected the waves, which was a magic trick he’d developed over the years. It also rekindled his confidence after yesterday’s shocking setback. The practice soon bored Quon as his love of learning had waned recently.

The side valley was in morning shadow as Quon flew up the central valley toward the high pass. He kept low as he flew along the gap between the forest and the mountainous sides. This time, nothing blocked his mind from using his d’dec.

At the base of the pass, he stopped to study the barren expanse of rocks. His eyesight was no longer as keen as when he was younger, which was another reason for practicing his ability to ‘see’ with his d’sur waves. Still, anyone scaling this steep slope would create enough dust for him to spot.

Satisfied no one was climbing or descending this high pass, Quon lifted himself up the face, keeping twenty feet from the rocks so he wouldn’t make his own telltale dust cloud. He stopped at the deserted top, wrapping himself in an air cocoon to keep warm. The sky was clear, making it a splendid day to see the Midnight Towers.

It was years since his last visit when he found no d’decs on the valley floor. But now he was watching for Lihan. While floating at the edge of the slope into the Barrens, Quon searched for interference from nearby d’decs. He concentrated toward the east.

The only d’dec he found was Criv’s in Narbend, fifty leagues away. Then, there was nothing before Sosin’s one in Kefnu, a hundred leagues away. More importantly, he discovered no disturbances between this high pass and Narbend.

He sat on a lifting hand, waiting with his scan open to detect any flash of d’sur waves. The insufficient air meant he wouldn’t stay for long. Suddenly, Criv’s interference vanished. Quon concentrated on the area where he felt it a second ago. His d’sur waves were smooth. Something terrible had happened to Criv! Everything Quon built over the last six years was falling apart.

Returning to the soldiers was no longer an option. Quon began flying his platform east as fast as possible, keeping low to avoid being seen. Over the foothills, he pulled himself along at a rate that would see him back quickly.

As he circled the village square, he saw many Harpin troopers milling about. It should be safe, but it felt like enemy territory with a wizard hidden in the old wooden houses below. When he spotted the captain talking to some of his men, Quon spiraled down to join him.

“My lord,” Captain Pluden said. The soldiers around the captain gave them space to talk.

“Captain, where is Wizard Criv?”

“In the patrol house, my lord.”

Relieved to hear he hadn’t vanished like Lihan, Quon asked, “Is he injured?”

“No, my lord. He returned after raiding a rebel home in the village. He hasn’t left the patrol house since.”

“Walk with me, Captain. Tell me what happened this morning.”

Quon floated alongside the captain as they went to the patrol house. The count heard about the tortured women dying before the rebel house raid. He noticed how disgusted the captain was at the little girl’s brutal death. It brought back seven-year-old memories of Quon’s second apprentice, Yarin, who had a penchant for killing girls.

The news about the two girls escaping from the rebel’s residence surprised him, especially since one was a toddler. He asked how many similarly aged girls existed in the village, even as he remembered the sweet child from the tavern. The captain said he would make inquiries.

Just outside the house, Quon scanned again for Criv’s d’dec. It either wasn’t there or wasn’t sending out its d’sur waves. When he entered the building, Criv rushed from a room, almost knocking over Johan, who came to serve his lordship.

“Zenii, I must talk to you,” Criv implored.

“Go ahead,” Quon indicated for Criv to return to his room. He gave a small hand signal to Johan that he was fine for now.

Inside the room, he sat behind the desk, leaving Criv standing. “What happened to your d’dec?”

“I don’t know. It stopped sending d’sur waves this morning. I feel naked, Zenii.”

“Did you do anything?” Criv shook his head. Quon reached out tentatively to Criv’s d’dec, afraid someone had contaminated it. The d’dec allowed him into its darkness. No glow came from the stone inside the imaginary cave.

He resisted the temptation to relight Criv’s d’dec as he needed to gather all the information he could. “Can you still reach into your d’dec?”

“Yes, Zenii. But I don’t sense the d’sur waves, and nothing I do causes it to send any.”

The desperation in Criv’s voice convinced Quon that his apprentice was telling the truth. It implied that someone else stopped Criv’s d’dec. This went against all Quon’s understanding of the wizard’s d’dec. It either meant a wizard overcame the contamination in seconds or something more powerful interfered. Could Lihan be that strong? His gut reaction said no. Quon was not a religious man. He only recited the liturgies because people expected it of a nobleman. But this situation shook his lack of belief. What had Criv done to anger the Gods?

“The captain said two rebel women died as you interrogated them,” Quon said, keeping his voice soft. “Tell me everything that happened after I left with the soldiers.”

Criv started with the interrogations, describing how the woman perished from shock as he broke her feet. The following day, another girl died, though he only cut her with spearpoints. As Quon listened, he hoped his student wasn’t falling into the same macabre habits that possessed Yarin. He made a mental note to scare Criv before it became too late to change his attitude.

When Criv began relating the episode at the girl’s house, Quon asked him to give him all the details. When Criv described the young woman as blond, Quon wondered if it could be the runt’s young sister who vanished after the palace collapsed. He’d searched for years before assuming she died in the turmoil after Harpin annexed the fourth kingdom. Criv’s description of the little girl held by the blond further piqued his interest.

“Was this girl the one I saw in the tavern during breakfast?” he asked.

“I believe so, Zenii. I saw her yesterday too, as her blind father played nanuj outside the Green Sash.”

Quon told Criv to continue the story. But the rest was terse. Criv held the girl in a cocoon until his d’dec stopped sending the waves. Criv saw her run away, so he sent soldiers to catch her.

When Criv stopped talking, Quon asked, “Did you go with the guards to ensure they caught her?” Criv shook his head as he explained he was bringing the older woman they found in the house here. Quon sensed the girl was more important and asked, “Did the blond’s eyes reveal the magical sparkle?”

“I didn’t see her eyes,” Criv responded.

“You need to observe more, Wizard Criv.” Quon allowed his disappointment to show. “We must locate this blond before she escapes into the hills. Leave your tarner with me as you bring the garrison’s officers for new orders.”

Once alone, Quon entered Criv’s d’dec hidden in the tarner’s top. Things seemed normal to Quon, except someone had snuffed out the d’dec. He began rotating the twelve-sided stone inside the imaginary cave. It took several turns before he stumbled on the correct alignment so the stone glowed. The d’sur waves streamed, allowing him to create a three-way split or any other technique. The only lingering impact of the stranger’s presence was the lack of contamination. This d’dec would now allow anyone to enter its dark cave. The taint’s absence gave Quon the idea that it could have been an Academy student since they all could use Criv’s d’dec. He would start a close examination of the students.

Quon leaned back while waiting for Criv to bring in the captain. At this moment, his best guess was that the Pink Assassin was Lihan’s apprentice. But some pieces didn’t fit that story yet. For instance, why leave Jaal’s d’dec sending out d’sur waves as she left Kefnu if she could stop them? He remained confident the rebels would flee into the foothills near Narbend.

A nagging sense convinced him the child with her blind father was essential to the mystery. Was she related to Lihan’s apprentice? Find the girl or blind man, and he will uncover the murderer or Lihan.

When the captain entered with three lieutenants, Quon issued his orders. He would fly a hundred troops into the foothills to form a cordon five leagues from Narbend. The soldiers were to move toward Narbend, arresting anyone they found. Not even the queen herself was exempt. Quon emphasized keeping any woman or blind man alive for interrogation.

At five leagues deep, the cordon would be sparse, but as they closed in, the gaps would decrease. Criv could fly ten soldiers at a time, while Quon would manage twenty. It meant four trips into the foothills.

“Be ready in a hand, captain,” Quon ordered before dismissing the officers. Alone with Criv, he instructed him to fly over the cordon to aid any encounters with the rebels. “Now, we must reapply the contamination to your d’dec, but we will not allow other Academy students access to your tarner.”
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forty-one
Her Bitter Enemy


After separating from Preem, Brodia led her small group along the Nar River’s northern embankment all afternoon. Three times a dark mass of soldiers passed overhead, following the river. The ominous sight did nothing to lift her despondency over losing Preem. However, she took solace in knowing he should be far ahead of any attempt to snare him.

Brodia knew she was walking toward a trap, but returning to Narbend wasn’t an option, so she camped without a fire. Tresela sat in Azaly’s lap between two aspens as they ate in silence. Brodia thought about Quon’s plans. The man wasn’t a fool, so she didn’t expect he would commit all his hopes to a single strategy. With so many troops moving into the foothills, she anticipated he would create a ring of soldiers to sweep through the forest. Keeping ahead of this tightening cordon wouldn’t work since it would only get more compact as they approached Narbend. That fact alone limited Brodia’s options.

“At first light tomorrow, we move north away from the river,” she told Azaly. “The enemy will try to trap us. We must break out before their circle tightens.”

“Where are we going?”

“Castin. From there, I’ll decide on what is best. But reaching Castin will be a challenge with Harpin’s soldiers hemming us around Narbend. If a soldier sees us, you must find a place to hide with Tresela while I distract him.” As she said this, she regretted giving the sword back to Ibun. She had no weapon to fight with except magic, which could attract the count’s attention.

Brodia found a sturdy branch and used her ash’tin knife to cut away the side twigs until she had a three-foot club. As she whittled the branch, Azaly asked if they would fight to free Otanic.

“Soon, but first, I need you as my apprentice, which means you must see the d’sur waves from my d’dec.” Azaly asked about the d’sur waves. Brodia warned Azaly not to ask these questions in Narbend, but she can teach Azaly about a wizard’s magic here in the forest. “In the tip of my wand is a small twelve-sided stone called a d’dec. It pulls together the d’sur waves that rise from the ground around us. Wizards can enter the d’decs with their minds to control these ripples. But to be my apprentice, you must first observe these d’sur waves,” Brodia said. When Azaly claimed she already studied these waves in the fire’s smoke, Brodia said she had to always see them, even at night.

The following morning, Brodia set off, keeping on her right the sunlight that filtered through the trees. She maintained a torrid pace, which meant she shared carrying Tresela with Azaly. She smiled to herself, knowing this would improve Azaly’s stamina. When Preem first selected Brodia, his relentless wizard’s gait exhausted her at the end of each day until her endurance had improved. She called this the wizard’s way, so she wouldn’t risk changing from the path that had succeeded for centuries.

When the sun was high enough to warm them, she heard sounds ahead as her neck itched. She called a stop, telling Tresela to stop rustling the leaves. Thirty paces in front, a man yelled out that he’d found something. Brodia sensed as much as saw a dark object moving through the air above them. Tresela pointed to it too.

“Hide behind this bush,” she told Azaly, “I’ll pull him away.”

With Azaly crouching with Tresela behind a thick holly bush, Brodia ran toward the mountains. The Harpin soldier began chasing after her.

Tell Azaly to stay where you are. I will be back soon.

Alright, Mama.

Do not make any noise.

Brodia adjusted her pace to a steady run she could maintain for a hand. She doubted the trooper with his weapons and heavy boots could keep up. However, she soon heard another man ahead of her. The cordon had trapped her between two soldiers. She hid behind a tree, knowing the soldier behind her knew where she was, but the one ahead hadn’t seen her. After finding a small branch nearby, she magic’d it to a place beyond the second soldier before crashing it into the leaves. The second soldier turned back, giving her a few minutes.

The first man was twenty paces away, breathing hard from his last five minutes of exertion. He stopped when he spotted her approaching him. She moved toward the cover of a tiny bush growing at the base of a thick tree. He drew his sword, warning her he’d kill her if she tried to run again. But that wasn’t her plan.

She dived behind the tree with the bush, rolling onto her knees. Thank the Gods, the dark speck in the sky was moving away. The soldier came around the bush, holding his sword ready. Once again, she dived around the tree, returning to her feet. He stepped around the tree, lunging his sword at her chest. She swatted it away with her club and jumped into him, driving her club into his face.

They went down into the dry leaves with her on top. The trooper was unconscious. Standing, she picked up his sword while pursuit closed from both sides. With a quick flick of her wrist, she slashed the senseless soldier’s throat. No one expected mercy in this war.

Before the first soldier could reach her, Brodia decided to take them to the river, where a surprise awaited them. She set off toward the south at the same jogging pace. This time, she had a sword. Six years of training with Haam meant she knew how to use it.


[image: image-placeholder]
forty-two
Betrayal?


Queen Foliana’s hand rested on her left thigh, stiff from the sword wound she received attempting to rescue her lady-in-waiting a week ago. She sat on her favorite bench in the lower Royal Gardens overlooking the Otan River. The artisans carved this seat to resemble rose stems intertwined to create the back. She ordered its creation to remind herself she was a rose, not a primrose. It failed because she became consumed with keeping her sons safe. But not anymore; now, her people took an equal share of her ambitions. Included in her top concerns was freeing her friend Lady Janu.

Her Rock, Sir Riman, sat beside her while the obligatory soldier in the poppy-red uniform of the Queen’s Guard stood nearby. “What should we do about Lady Janu?” she asked as she’d done all week.

“We have to wait, your grace. Things are afoot.”

Sir Riman’s answer hadn’t changed, leaving her more than frustrated. She imagined the Defense Minister torturing her friend, forcing her to reveal all she remembered about Preem’s escape. Yet she heard no new rumors of the wizard’s survival. Could it be that they didn’t know to ask this question?

She drifted to the parapet, putting more distance between herself and the guard. She limped a little with her left leg. As she glanced down at the Otan River sliding past with its lazy current, Sir Riman joined her, as she predicted he would.

“You have given the same answer for the last few days,” she said softly, allowing her frustration to creep into her voice. “We demand to know what you’ve heard, Rock.”

Sir Riman peeked at the guard who stood impassively on the bench’s other side. Neither of them trusted his loyalty to Otanic.

“Your grace,” her gentleman-in-waiting began. His voice sounded like he was strangling himself. “Lady Janu is dead.” She glanced at him as a chill settled on her body. She waited for him to say more. “It was at my orders, ma’am. We poisoned her five days ago.”

The answer shocked her at first. Then anger welled up. Her friend dead, and he did it behind her back, giving her no chance to stop it. She wanted to scream at him; how dare he do this? But instead, she turned. “We will return to our quarters,” she said to the guard, who hastened to open the Palace door. Sir Riman followed her. She would wait until they were in private to vent her rage.

Down the corridor, she marched, feeling the soft rugs under her boots. The soreness in her leg brought her back to the present. Each forceful step sent pain up her leg as she remembered that she only lived because of her Rock’s reckless bravery.

The guard outside her door opened it, stepping aside as she limped in to plop herself into a comfortable chair. Sir Riman closed the door before coming to stand beside her. She knew they couldn’t save Lady Janu, but that seemed less important than keeping secrets from her. Or was it? Her friend must have suffered at the hands of her jailers. Had they beaten her, burned her, even raped her?

“Did she suffer from the poison?”

“No, your grace. They assured me it would be a potion that allowed her to sleep peacefully without ever waking up.”

“Oh, Rock, she was my friend.”

“She was mine too. She had spirit,” he said. “I will forever curse myself for ordering this.”

Foliana stood, pulling the taller Riman to her bosom. She loved her friends and felt his anguish over putting Lady Janu out of her pain. “It isn’t your fault they took her. You did her a service, though she didn’t know it then. I hope she looks down gratefully for what you did to end her suffering.”

“Thank you.”

Today, she had been ready to condemn Riman for his part in Janu’s death. To keep her sanity, she needed to harden herself against the brutality of a rebellion. That also meant dealing with the demise of a friend. “How do soldiers celebrate a lost comrade’s life?” she asked.

“We toast them with a stiff drink.”

She indicated where several bottles of richly distilled liqueurs sat on the table beside the hearth. “I will have the fine whiskey from Castin. Pour something for both of us.” She watched Riman pour two small glasses from the same dark green bottle. She wasn’t a drinker, but this was special. When Riman handed her a glass with three fingers of golden liquid, she nodded her thanks. Holding her glass, she said, “To my dearest friend, Lady Janu of Nortep. May the Gods seat her at the best table in the Hall of the Gods.”

She drained the glass in one go. The liqueur burned, inducing a cough as it infused her with warmth. Foliana turned Riman around, pushing him down into the chair so she could sit on his lap. “Hold me,” she commanded. When he complied, she rested her head on his chest. “Don’t keep secrets from me.”

“Never again.”

Queen Foliana relaxed her mind, letting the world of hatred fade away for a few minutes. It was Riman who broke the silence.

“I remember the Night of Magic Spearpoints. And the pink women hanged in the market squares.”

“I have thought on this for some days,” Foliana replied without lifting her head. “I must leave a kingdom for my son to inherit.”

“We must fight to hold it. This is a vicious war, even if it’s a secret one,” he said.

“I am lucky that I face it with you, Rock.”

“Foliana, you should work with more people you trust,” he said. But she murmured he was enough. Riman disagreed. “You should select a new lady-in-waiting. Nobles will talk if you only have me attending to you.” She didn’t want this conversation, so she asked why she should care. He replied, “Because you’re the face of Otanic’s resistance to Harpin. You’re our hope, so if the citizens suspect you have a different purpose, then we will be weaker.”

After a few moments, she saw the wisdom in his words. “Who do you suggest?”

“I’ll create a list of five names I trust. You can talk to them to decide who you like the most.”

“So be it. Now, let me relax in your strength for a little longer.” She continued to rest her eyes, letting the world slip away as she welcomed the whiskey’s comfort with the gentleman she loved but could never have. One silly but nagging question was, would she ever get to bury her friend Janu?
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forty-three
Abandoned?


Jisana went from the abandoned house to the Green Sash for her midday meeting with Preem to coordinate the two groups for today. On the way, two large dark objects passed over the village square ahead of her. Instinctively, she ducked despite them being a hundred feet in the air. One object was double the size of the other. She strolled toward the tavern, acting casual regardless of her racing heart. It felt like a battle was forming inside Narbend.

Expecting to find the wizards on the tavern’s porch, she found it deserted. The village square buzzed with blue Harpin soldiers, heightening her sense of a pending clash. She watched the square, hoping a wizard would appear through the inn’s green doors.

After a few minutes, she passed inside to ask about the blind man and his family, claiming she had a message for him. The news was confusing.

“I haven’t seen them for more’n a hand, lass,” the friendly innkeeper told her. “He was outside on the porch with his wife. Then they left with their friend, the tall gentleman. We ain’t seen nothing of ‘em since.”

Jisana thanked him, trying to suppress the sense the wizards had abandoned her. After ordering a tankard of wine, she returned to the veranda to watch the square while waiting for a wizard to return.

Her thoughts turned to the young blond woman she once befriended in Kefnu. Jisana had dreamed of escaping street life six years ago to join a new family. In her own way, she loved Roon, who she called Squirt. He pushed for her to become friends with his young sister. Little Azaly wanted to play make-believe with her doll. For the pre-teen Jisana, it had felt awkward after a year of begging for food to live another day.

Now Azaly was a grown woman, ready to join them so she could avenge her brother’s murder at the hands of the Count of Broditch. It stimulated Jisana’s sense of vengeance, which had waned over the last six years. Once more, her soul burned for revenge.

After spying on the soldiers in the square, she spotted a man drop from the sky near a larger clump of troops. Many villagers pointed at the spectacle, but she was unfazed by the sight. For years, she’d seen one or other of her wizards return like that. She’d been on several flights herself. Far too many to count because she enjoyed the sensation of flight.

She recognized this wizard, glaring at him as he floated twenty paces away, talking to a Harpin officer. Reaching into her pocket, she found the large crown with an ‘X’ cut into its back. This coin was one of four silver crowns this bastard gave her six years ago. She planned to return it to him on the day she killed him. For Squirt, she mumbled in her mind as her fingers rubbed over the two deep scratches on the coin.

Harpin’s grand wizard left the square with the officer a minute later. Several troopers followed as an escort. Once Quon disappeared, Jisana strolled to the market, where merchants gossiped about the latest news. She chose the blue stall where she got her clothes a few days ago. After seeing Brodia’s interaction with this woman, Jisana trusted her.

“What’s happening? Why all the soldiers?” she asked the middle-aged merchant.

“My name’s Anji and I remember you,” the vendor said. “They raided a house claiming rebels lived there. They arrested the woman, Narini, and killed her brother. I also heard stories they tortured her little girl, Jarlina, to death just ‘cause she was wearing a green beret. Evil bastards!”

“I noted other women wearing those green berets?”

“All of them got arrested, and I heard they killed another one. I pray to the Gods they ain’t gonna kill ‘em all as I have some friends in there.”

“Any word on the woman I was with the other day?”

“None. They ain’t arrested her, or her blind husband.”

Just then, a shadow passed over her. She saw two groups of soldiers flying high over the village, headed for the foothills. Like before, one group was much bigger. Jisana guessed it included twenty men or more. One flew toward her right while the larger group veered to the left. It was Quon with his green-sash apprentice.

“They’re flying men into the Barrens,” Jisana said. “That’s the second time I’ve seen them fly out today.” Anji agreed something was happening in the foothills. After the groups became distant dots above the forest, Jisana thanked the woman.

“Good luck to you, lass. If you’re still here tomorrow, come find me. If I hears anything, I’ll let you know.”

“I may do that. May the Gods favor you.” Jisana strolled back to the house where Haam hid with the others. After telling them what she’d found out, she suggested they wait until tomorrow to see if Jastur or Tipini returned. As the three rebels stayed in the house, she took up a watching post on Green Sash’s porch with Haam.

Away from the others, she could talk openly. “What do you think? Are they out in the forest?” She didn’t give voice to her fear the wizards had discarded them as they left to fight a war.

“What else would have the count this riled up?”

“Agreed. They arrested several women wearing green berets. Killed some of them too.”

“That isn’t our business, Jis.”

“Of course it is. We’re the Four Crowns. We should do anything to annoy Harpin.” Jisana thought before adding, “Freeing the villagers will distract the soldiers here, make them waste time searching for them.”

“I don’t disagree, but we should wait for the others.”

“For now,” she said. But the idea of those women being prisoners didn’t sit well with her. Besides, she wouldn’t be shut out of this war.

Before sundown, she saw the wizards fly more soldiers into the foothills. Each time they came back alone. They didn’t give up watching from the porch until a couple of hands past sundown.
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Breaking Out


As Brodia ran through the forest toward the Nar River, she adjusted her breathing to match the distance she had to run. After five minutes, the chasing soldier was joined by a second one. They settled on a steady pace, waiting for her to tire, but she could maintain this tempo for another half league.

Whenever she topped a ridge, she glanced at the distant treetops. Sometimes, she saw a distant dot flying above the trees. Was it Quon or his apprentice, Criv? She resisted the temptation to throw a shimmering spearpoint at the tiny target. From this distance, even a journeyman wizard should spot it soon enough to dodge it. So far, the air patrol was unaware of the fight on the forest floor.

After one hillcrest, she met a stream running south. She scrambled down to follow it into the Nar River. The sound of the trailing soldiers was already dropping away. As she ran, she searched for a hiding place. From behind one tree, she glanced back. Her pursuers were at least two hundred feet away. Maybe she wouldn’t need the Nar River to win this chase.

Ahead, she saw a thick patch of brambles. Concealed by the tree, she made for the blackberry bush, sliding under its clutching barbs. Hidden, she quietened her breathing as she listened to the soldiers. She magic’d a stone to the ridgetop on the stream’s other side, where she knocked it against a tree. The oldest trick worked again, drawing the two troopers to chase up the hill.

Before they realized she wasn’t over that crest, she crawled out of the brambles, cursing the thorns that snagged her. Once clear, she studied the sky. She found no dots but knew they were waiting for someone to use big magic. Even restricting herself to the side d’sur waves was dangerous since she didn’t know how sensitive Quon’s scans were when he was this close. She climbed the opposite ridge, moving like a hunter to avoid giving herself away.

At the top, she started walking north to rejoin her daughter. She had gone twenty paces when she saw blue flashes through the trees. Another soldier had found her. As soon as she turned to go back south, the enemy yelled, attracting more unwanted attention. Brodia began jogging, keeping above the stream. Once again, her plan would revolve around using the Nar River to shake off her pursuers.

As she ran along the ridgetop, she noticed one of the other two soldiers rushing down the opposite ridge. She should still have a healthy lead. She swerved away from the stream’s valley to force the soldier to cross the stream. Her idea would work, provided she reached the river with a lead of thirty paces or more.

Ahead, she saw the wide gap in the trees where the Nar River ran through the foothills. Without hesitation, she slid down the river’s embankment. At the bottom, she had only seconds to decide on a direction. She turned left toward the cooler air. Splashing across the stream, she kept to her rhythmic run as she passed through the bushes growing in this area where the ground was soft from the dampness. Two soldiers jogged behind her, but where’s the third?

The air ahead was getting colder as she approached a jumble of stunted trees hiding something among their branches. She spotted flashes of gray stone a little further on.

Then she saw the third Harpin soldier slipping down the river embankment ahead of her. As she picked up her pace, she swerved toward the river to ensure she would still be in front of him when she reached her destination. The first gray ruin was nearby.

Brodia rushed by the first ruined house with the nearest soldier ten paces behind her.

“I’ve got you now, bitch,” the trooper called from behind.

She didn’t waste her energy responding as she ran around another roofless ruin. The ground here was clear of bushes or undergrowth. Ahead, a mysterious stone man was buried up to his knees in the loamy soil. However, it was the wings growing on his back that caught her attention. He hadn’t moved an inch since she saw him seven years ago.

She didn’t need to glance behind because she heard the grunting breaths of her closest pursuer. Ahead was a large ruin with its doorway half buried. Even as short as she was, she had to duck to pass through it. She dodged right, following a passageway outside through a low doorway, where she swerved left. The heavy breathing of the soldier was further back.

Into another ruin as she repeated the trick of using her agility to increase her lead. Already, she was feeling light-headed. It meant death to give in, so she pushed through the house before angling toward the river embankment. She ran around another building before the chasing soldier realized where she’d gone. The buildings were becoming fuzzy, disorienting her. She stumbled on the soft soil. Desperately, she swerved left to where the embankment’s slope began.

As she fought against the sleepiness permeating her body, Brodia scrambled halfway up the slope before hiding behind its largest bush. Putting down the sword she’d been carrying in her hand, she took several deep breaths to fill her lungs with clean air as she slowed her breathing. She peeked past the bush, discovering she was the only person on the embankment. At last, she allowed herself the luxury of lying back to relax her body, though she kept alert for any sound of movement.

After a minute, she sat up to study the ruins for movement. She spotted the blue of a soldier lying next to the last building she ran around. The prone body didn’t move. She stared further into the ruins, trying to locate the other soldiers, but found nothing. Should she return to finish them? After some thought, she let them be. Not from mercy because she felt none. The bodies shouldn’t show signs of a fight if the enemy found them.

After picking up the sword, Brodia completed her climb up the embankment before setting off to find her daughter. She moved stealthily, watching the sky through the gaps in the trees.
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For two hands, she walked through the forest toward the north. She paused at each hill’s crest to study the next valley or watch for a flying wizard. Only twice did she glimpse something above the treetops. More importantly, she didn’t detect any men moving on the ground.

In the middle of the afternoon, she stopped on a high crest. The air was clear of dots, while the forest remained deathly quiet. She engaged the d’dec at the tip of her telescoping wand before scanning for the silver-stone hidden on Tresela. She found it behind her to the southeast, half a league away. With a sense of relief, Brodia set off in Tresela’s direction.

At each crest, Brodia adjusted her direction toward the ever-closer silver-stone. Then, she spotted Azaly sitting with Tresela beside a tree at the bottom of a small hollow. Tresela surprised her when she turned her head to point at Brodia before she began descending into the narrow valley.

Hi Mama, Tresela sent.

Do not get up, honey. I will be there shortly. Did you see any bad men?

No, Mama.

Seconds later, Azaly turned to wave to her. Brodia signaled for her to stay sitting, hidden in the hollow by the tree.

When she reached them, she sat, pulling Tresela into her lap. But finding her daughter through the silver-stone revealed a vulnerability now that they were outside the Green Valley. If she could locate Tresela via the silver-stone, then so could Quon.

Brodia used her ash’tin knife to cut out the small silvery stone hidden in the cuff of Tresela’s trousers. She pushed it into the soft dirt beside her. It meant she couldn’t find her daughter if she got lost, but that was better than worrying that Quon might snatch her.

“Did you kill a bad man?” Tresela asked, surprising Brodia.

She asked her why she thought that. The girl pointed to her sword’s tip, which still had dried blood spots. Brodia silently cursed herself for not cleaning it. “Sometimes Mama has to kill horrible soldiers, just like she did when they took you and Papa from Home Cave.”

“I know, Mama. One day, I’ll kill them too.”

The innocent words were chilling. “I hope that day never comes, honey. Now, we must leave here where dangerous men seek us. Brodia picked up Tresela, resting her on her hip as she had for the last five years. “We go this way until we exit this area. Azaly, keep your eye open for any dark shapes flying overhead.”

“Can I look too, Mama?”

“Yes, honey. You can let your mind feel it. But don’t reach out to it. It’s a powerful man who will kill us all.”

Brodia set off, maintaining a fast pace as she carried her daughter, who got heavier each minute. Once, she hid when Tresela warned her the flying man was near. Finally, as the sky darkened, Brodia called a halt. It had been over a hand since Tresela sensed a wizard. The sky was cloudless, letting her navigate by the stars.

“We’ll rest before continuing to walk through the night,” Brodia warned Azaly. “Try to sleep; it will be a long night.”

Once Azaly settled down, Brodia called Tresela to her. “You’re a big girl now,” she began. “Can you stay quiet and tell us if you hear anything approaching.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Brodia smiled at her little daughter’s confidence. “Put this in your boot, but don’t use it until I show you a safe way.” She gave her daughter the quiesced d’dec from the metal building in Jastur Valley. “Wake me when the Time Star is two hands high. Do you remember which one is the Time Star?”

“Of course, Mama.”

Brodia allowed herself to drift off into a light sleep.

When Tresela shook her awake, she thanked her daughter. She checked the bright Time Star, which wasn’t two hands high, but then, Tresela’s hands were smaller. Still, the night was dark with Prepio’s thin crescent. They could start the long night’s walk to escape whatever trap Count Quon had set.

“Wake up.” She shook Azaly, who lay curled up beside a tree trunk.

By using the stars, Brodia kept them moving north. Tresela soon grew too sleepy to walk, so Brodia took turns with Azaly to carry the child, who had the wonderful ability to sleep anywhere.

She’d been walking all night except for a brief break. Azaly trudged beside her, carrying Tresela. The hardest thing was ensuring the stars continued to confirm she was going northward. The Time Star was setting on her left; dawn would be here soon. One positive was not feeling the itch, so she must be doing something right.

As she topped yet another of these endless hills, she spied a glimmer of light ahead to her left.

“Hold up,” she whispered. Azaly slumped down into the leaves.

Brodia sat to concentrate on the flickering light. She guessed it was a campfire a thousand feet away, past the next hill. Staring to either side, she strained her eyes to determine if other campfires were nearby. Nothing to her left, but on her right, she picked up such a faint glow she couldn’t be sure it wasn’t her imagination.

“Azaly, sit beside me. Tell me what your young eyes find.” Azaly dragged herself through the leaves to join her.

“I see a light there.” Azaly pointed at the campfire.

Brodia pointed to the right. “What do you see there?”

It took a minute before Azaly answered, “Another light, but it’s there. What does it mean?”

“It’s the same as the picket line we used before. They are trying to trap us. We must pass through while it’s still dark.”

“Then we must hurry.” Brodia liked Azaly’s spirit.

“I’ll carry Tresela. We go that way.” She pointed at a spot between the two lights. “We must keep quiet, so walk stealthily.”

She took the sleeping Tresela into her arms, letting Tresela rest her head on her shoulder. Her daughter moaned. “Hush, darling. Be silent now.”

She let Azaly lead them down the hill, headed between the two fires. She stepped lightly, cursing in her mind at even the faintest rustle as they trod on the dry leaves. Soon, they were between the fires. No sound came from either campfire, a hundred paces to each side.

In half-a-hand, the sky lightened. Brodia walked on, seeking a hiding place. From behind her came the faint sounds of metal banging. The soldiers were preparing their breakfasts. At least one hill separated her from the soldier’s camps.

Off to her right, on the upslope of the next hill, she spotted a fallen tree whose root bole had left a hole. “Make for that uprooted tree,” she whispered to Azaly, a few feet ahead.

The hole was big enough for them to fit in, so she rested Tresela on the fresh dirt. “Sleep, Azaly. I’ll take the first watch.”

In moments, Azaly was asleep curled up with Tresela nestled by her tummy. Brodia turned her attention back to the camps hidden from her sight. She listened as the men began yelling again. Now it made sense. They were driving any rebels ahead of them into a trap. But what way were they going?

She concentrated on the sounds, unable to tell. But after several minutes, she decided the noise was getting fainter. She relaxed a little. She had brought them outside the cordon. A hand later, it was quiet, so she allowed herself to drift off into the deep sleep of the exhausted. She dreamed of pushing Azaly off a mountain cliff.
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forty-five
A Leader of Men


The next day, Jisana checked with the Green Sash tavern again. The barkeeper shook his head no to her question. Worried about the wizards, she sent everyone except Todin to walk through the village, looking for any sign of them. Meanwhile, she returned to the middle-aged merchant named Anji.

While running her hand over the soft material of a man’s shirt, she listened to the seller relaying the latest news. “They took them soldiers into the forest, maybe to the Barrens. They formed a line to stop any rebels escaping through the woods.”

“That’s an enormous area for the troops to patrol,” Jisana said.

“I don’t know no army ways. But I think they’re walking back toward Narbend like they’re herding goats or something,” Anji said. “The ones left behind wait by the houses facing the fields. I saw them wizards fly out more soldiers at daybreak. I guess they’re part of the cordon.”

“Thanks.”

Jisana sat on the porch again. The square had blue troops wandering around, waiting for the storm to break over Narbend. Haam returned from the houses to join her on the veranda.

“Nothing of them,” he mumbled. “I saw Harpinians along the west side of the village.”

“They’re waiting for the soldiers in the foothills to drive any rebels back to Narbend. It’s a gigantic trap, but I can’t do anything to save them.”

“We can be ready to help if they need us. But what are we compared to them?”

“We’re two of the four, Haam. That’s what we are. We should do more than sit on our backsides waiting for something to happen.”

He had nothing to say to that, so she sat with him in silence as her frustrations grew. She had to wait for the storm to break like everyone else. After a while, she asked Haam for his opinion on Floman.

“He knows how to fight dirty like we must.”

“And he’s a pain in my backside,” Jisana said, wanting to laugh in frustration.

“You’ll need lieutenants. He’ll make a valuable one,” Haam said. “I can talk with him if you want?”

“Thanks, but it’s my problem. I’ll have a chat with him. If it doesn’t work, I’ll have to let him go. I can’t have one rotten egg ruin my omelet.”

At noon, she returned to the deserted house with Haam. The imprisoned women played on her mind along with thoughts about Floman. By the time they reached their hideaway, she had made her determination about the captives.

“The search occupies the soldiers,” she began after eating some dried meat. “I plan to free the prisoners before they return to their patrol house this evening.”

“That’s too dangerous,” Floman argued.

She expected his objection, so she ignored it. “I’ll only ask for two volunteers to help me.”

“You’ll not do anything without me,” Haam said. Given his reluctance outside the tavern, Haam’s reaction pleased her.

“Count me in too, lass,” Todin added. “I know a sneaky way in through the side.”

“Good. Describe the prison cells and guard locations.”

Todin described the house’s layout, revealing a small side door for the wood shoot. Her plan was simple. She’d enter through this side door while Haam covered their escape route with Todin. She would open the prisons to free the captives. Todin warned about the loud locking mechanisms. So, she said they should bring blankets with them.

Over Floman’s continued objections, Todin led Jisana and Haam to the patrol house, skirting outside the village to the north.

The white-washed house looked peaceful as they approached from the back. Todin peered through a window, then with a head shake, he moved to another. He whispered the house appeared empty. He pointed out the two-foot square side door. She could make it through, provided her lock-picking skills didn’t fail her after six years of rustiness.

As Jisana took out her street tools for picking locks, Todin moved to the front of the house with Haam. To her relief, she found her fingers hadn’t forgotten how to pick a simple lock. In front of her was a steep shoot into the cellar. On her stomach, she eased herself, feet first, to her full length while holding onto the top of the slide. Letting go of the top lip, she slid a foot onto an unstable pile of split logs. She crouched, waiting to see if anyone heard her entrance.

Hearing nothing, she found the steps to the main floor. The place looked deserted. Seconds later, she was by the first cell, ready. The women asked who she was. She held her finger up for silence. Jisana wrapped her blanket around the lock until it was two layers deep. Through a narrow gap, she worked on the lock. The muffled clang was still too loud for her liking. She stepped into the cell to wait, but no guards came.

The prisoners milled around her. She told them they were free. However, staying in Narbend would end in their execution. They should find new homes. It started arguments, so Jisana warned them to find a secluded place before making plans.

She led them to the wood shoot, where Todin helped pull them up. Jisana scampered back to collect her blanket after relocking the cells. They left the patrol house as if no one had visited.

Outside, the seven women followed Haam across the road into the fields. They went several hundred feet before Jisana said they could stop to talk.

“Who are you?” one woman asked.

“Friends,” Jisana said. “None of you should stay, for the soldiers will go to your homes once they discover we have freed you. Don’t waste your new chance to live.”

“The bastards murdered my daughter,” a heavyset woman said. “I recognize you,” she added, pointing to Todin. “Why did you and Lim bring this on us?”

“I’m sorry about your daughter, but your resentment should be toward those who killed her, not to people who meant you no harm,” Jisana said. “You should all go to different villages.”

“I want to fight,” a young woman named Pilia said. “My husband’s a bore, so I’ll not miss much. Can I go with you?”

“Can you use a knife?” Jisana asked as she glanced around the group of women. One other, calling herself Suma, nodded, saying she wanted to join too. They both admitted they weren’t skilled with a knife except for cutting meat, which wasn’t surprising, given the old edicts against women carrying any weapon that could harm a man. These two could learn, so she let them stay, but she warned the others to travel a league before sunset.

Jisana asked Todin to return the new volunteers to the deserted house. Meanwhile, she went with Haam to the tavern to watch for soldiers returning from the woods. She’d give it another day to learn what happened in those foothills. If Harpin captured Preem or Brodia, then she would rescue them. Otherwise, the rebels would continue alone. Not for a second would she give up on avenging Roon.

Nothing changed before sundown, so she left the others in the house at daybreak. She reached the tavern early enough to see the enemy wizards fly back into the foothills. They flew alone.

It was late morning when troops began trudging into the square. She watched each despondent group pass; none had prisoners. She tracked the sky as much as the soldiers passing through. When she saw the wizards returning alone, she smiled. Her friends had avoided the trap.

Back in the deserted house, she broke the news that her companions had escaped the Harpinian ambush. She added that they must move on before they become snared instead. They had built their supplies until they had enough for ten days on the road.

“Tonight, we leave for Castin,” she announced. The men nodded in agreement except Floman, who grumbled something incoherent.
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Jisana waited until the Time Star was three hands above the horizon. The group crept out of the house to squat beside the Castin Road, heading north.

“Haam, you leave first. Find a quiet place to stop a league past the last building. We’ll all meet there,” she whispered to the group. “Go with the Gods.”

Haam slipped away, walking along the street until he vanished into the darkness. Prepio was barely a slither of a crescent tonight that had already set behind the sun, while weak Stimio was a half moon, sitting overhead.

Jisana waited while humming the old children’s song, Princess Folly, in her mind. Once she repeated it four times, she sent Todin away with Suma. “Look for Haam and stay with him. Go with the Gods.”

The next pair was Kaan with Pilia. He was eager to start, so she rested her hand on his arm to keep him there until she’d finished the fourth pass through the song. “Go slowly, and go with the Gods,” she reminded him.

As planned, she was alone with Floman, allowing her to clear the air.

“You want to lead the group?” she asked. She felt no malice toward him, but her gut said her fighters couldn’t have a rebel in the group.

“I’m as qualified as you,” he muttered. “What experience do you have?”

“I survived one year on the streets of Kefnu. For six years, I’ve lived in the Barrens, where I’ve hunted to survive. I’ve also killed Arrox. What about you?”

“I was cavalry for five years before the Palace collapsed. Since then, I’ve been living in the shadows, leading a small group of rebels.”

“Cavalry? Then you’re good with a sword?” she said. Floman nodded. “It’s nice to hear that we have two proficient swordsmen,” she said. “What’s your plan for us?”

“Plan? We should fight the Harpin scum at every chance.”

“I propose to do more than that. I’ll set up small rebel groups in every village. Harass the Harpinians, drive ‘em crazy trying to stop us. We will distract Harpin to win time for Jastur.” She paused as she decided whether to tell him more. She wanted his experience and skills, so she took the risk, adding, “What I say now you must keep secret. Only Haam knows.” She waited until, finally, he nodded to say he’d keep the secret. “The others are wizards, all of them. Wizard Preem survived the palace collapse and now calls himself Jastur.” Floman stared at her as if not believing. Jisana smiled at him. “You have stumbled upon the real rebellion. After seeding rebels in the villages, I’ll go north to find the Academy of Wizards to kill as many as possible before they stop me.”

Silence sat between them for some time. Then she asked, “Are you with me?”

“Freeing those women was reckless. What did you gain from it?”

“Confusion for Harpin and a story of Otanic resistance that grows with the telling. Plus, some women who may become rebels themselves one day.”

“And it could have been your death instead.”

“A long life for street folk is two years, so I’m already dead. You’ve hidden for six years. That’s a lifetime too. It’s about what we do before closing our eyes for the last time.” He didn’t have an answer to that simple truth. After a few moments, she added. “I’ll need lieutenants if we’re to succeed. Are you with me?”

“Aye, lass. I’m with you. You’ll not hear me grumble again.”

“We’ll need your experience, Floman. I will seek your advice.” She felt him tap her knee in acknowledgment. “It’s time,” she said. “Go with the Gods.”

Once Floman’s footsteps had faded into the darkness, she hummed the Princess Folly song. After repeating it four times, she began her walk on Castin Road.

She guessed she’d been walking for a hand. Doubts crept into her mind until she heard the soft challenge from her right. “It’s me,” she said as she approached the voices. Someone crossed the road behind her. Everyone was there. Haam had been covering the other side.

“Let’s put another two hands between us and Narbend,” she said. “Floman, will you take the lead? We’ll take a break when Stimio sets.”

After a while, the air changed, becoming cooler as the stars disappeared. She had made it to the relative safety of the forest. She recalled Floman while she took point with Haam.

“Did you talk to Floman?” Haam asked. “He seems less irritable.”

“I told him about Preem. He’s agreed he’ll be one of my lieutenants,” she said. Then she changed the subject to something she was deathly afraid of. “Do you think we could spoil Jastur’s plans?”

He didn’t answer for a while. Just as Jisana thought he’d forgotten her question, he said, “We can only do our best, Jis. The rest is up to the Gods.”

His response didn’t fill her with confidence, but it was enough for now. After another league, she let them stop.

Three days later, they entered a village with colorful houses. For those three days in the forest, Floman taught the new women how to use a sword.

Castin was as different from Narbend as two neighboring villages could be. It was the center for milling wheat into flour. The steady westerly breezes kept the many windmills turning.

Jisana would stay a few days to determine if her plan to create a rebel group here made sense. Her ultimate destination was the Harpin border to sow as much distraction as possible.
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forty-six
I am Home


This was the end of the second full day that Ibun walked through the hilly forest beside his teacher after parting with Brodia. He missed the endless bounding that was Tresela and the peaceful chats with Brodia about magic. Still, he believed he got the group’s better half, for he had their guru. Was Brodia missing her husband already? It made him sad to think she was.

When they parted, Preem flew at mesmerizing speeds through the trees. An act that rekindled Ibun’s admiration for his blind Zenii. As the woods flashed by, he thought, a grand wizard has God-like powers. How could their enemies hope to defeat such a magician?

After a hand of frantic flying, Preem had landed, commanding Ibun to snuff out his d’dec. From then on, they walked. That first day, Ibun’s legs spasmed from the relentless pace. The forest’s hills made striding difficult, but his muscles worked hard because no part of these woods was flat. They lived off the forest, roasting squirrels or rabbits each evening before Ibun underwent intensive training. He sensed he was on the cusp of a magical breakthrough. Confidence oozed through his veins as he dreamed of finding that third split of his d’sur fist.

This third evening, Preem kept walking after sunset until he found a spot he liked. Ibun’s legs began burning a hand ago. After Ibun pulled in enough wood to start a fire, he saw two dead squirrels floating toward them. As Zenii deftly skinned their dinner, Ibun made a crude spit for roasting the squirrels. In the campfire’s light, they ate. He had many questions but waited for Zenii to open the conversation.

“We will continue walking to the south coast to toughen our bodies,” Preem said. Ibun thought two full days of walking already hardened him. “The Green Valley taught us how to live off the land, a skill that serves us well,” Zenii said in reply to Ibun’s question about maintaining their endurance over the last six years. “But it did not build our day-to-day stamina,” Zenii concluded.

“Yes, Zenii,” Ibun said as he massaged his sore legs.

“Tell me, Ibun, do you look forward to returning to your home in Lowmouth?”

Ibun thought about the question. He was apprehensive about his birth city but wanted to avoid discussing his abusive family. So, he replied from his heart, “I am home because my home is wherever my Zenii walks.”

“It was the same for me with my guru, Grand Wizard Sarn the Sage.” Preem paused as he warmed his feet by the fire. “I miss him even now after almost eight years.”

“It must be hard to lose the water spring of your inspiration,” Ibun noted.

“Indeed, it is. But each wizard should build their own motivation. It is true of magic that the old withered wizard must leave the board for the new wizard to achieve their full strength.” Zenii’s chilling words left Ibun speechless. Preem tapped Ibun on the knee, saying, “You are close to learning the two skills needed as a grand wizard. I expect you to learn both before we reach Lowmouth.”

“I will apply myself, Zenii.”

“Your first task is building a tarner for that d’dec in your boot. Choose a design that has meaning before picking a branch you can carve to your vision of a tarner.”

Ibun sat staring into the flickering flames. What design for a walking stick had any significance for him? The talk of Lowmouth brought back only sad memories. If only the Gods had allowed him to meet his mother. All he knew of her was what his uncle Blonam told him. She carved figureheads for merchant ships. As Ibun recalled the delightful tales, he remembered one about creating a walking stick with an eel winding from the tip to the top where its head formed the handle.

“I have my design,” he told Zenii.

“Good. Find a living branch. But to cut it, you will need greater magical strength,” Zenii said. He pulled out his telescoping wand to give to Ibun. “Extend it a foot longer than normal, then concentrate on gaining control.”

Ibun began a long battle to enter the d’dec’s darkness while it stayed five feet from his head. The other d’dec remained untouched in his boot. Zenii relaxed beside the fire with his bare feet propped on a small log to warm his soles. Most of Ibun’s lessons came from Brodia. He recognized an immediate difference in how Zenii instructed him.

Ibun felt the sweat on his forehead as he pushed ever harder. Then, by a miracle of the Gods, he slipped into the d’dec’s darkness. He formed a split gripping fist before testing its strength on an aspen tree across the fire. With surprising ease, he ripped off the lowest branch, at least a foot in diameter.

“Very good,” Zenii said. ”Now shave the branch to a five-foot staff before sleeping. You did well tonight. When the d’dec is six feet from your head, you can create the triple-split or rip entire trees up.”

Ibun laid the branch on the ground to shave off any smaller branches with a cutting edge. Soon, he had a stout walking stick. As he ran his fingers over its length, he visualized how it would eventually look with the eel climbing up its length. He had to remove those pieces which weren’t part of his vision.

The next day, Ibun used his crude staff as he strode through the forest beside Zenii. He wouldn’t place his d’dec in its top until he finished making it. So it wasn’t a tarner. But he reveled in swinging it as he walked, knowing it would soon match his mother’s design. By the afternoon, he topped a hill that hid the magnificent sight of a blue lake in a broad valley.

“A lake,” he said. “It must be two leagues from end to end. And half a league wide.” He glanced at his teacher, but the bandage around his head always made it hard to read his expression. Still, he sensed Zenii expected to find this lake. “It’s beautiful. What is the name of this lake?”

“Gron. It has no villages nearby, so it’s not often visited. It’s where I came for solitude. We’ll linger here until you find your three-way split.”

Ibun liked the thought of learning from Zenii. Though the lessons from Zenii or Brodia often included bruises. Still, it was better than the beatings his father gave him for no reason.

It took them a while to reach the lake shore, where they built a small fire in a grassy clearing. For the rest of the daylight, Ibun worked on his homage to his mother. First, he shaved the staff to a two-inch diameter, leaving a four-inch overhang at the top. Then, he cut a pair of deep spiral grooves to represent each side of the eel. Next, he darkened the staff over the open fire, turning it so it roasted to a deep brown that matched his skin’s darkness. Finally, he carved away the wood pieces that weren’t the eel.

Before nightfall, he had a long staff of pale wood with a dark-brown eel climbing to its top. The eel’s head reached out three inches to form the staff’s handle.

“It’s a tribute to my mother, who once made a walking staff like this,” Ibun explained. Somehow the idyllic lake and the solitude brought a profound reverence to his soul, as if the pressures of defeating Count Quon were a thing of his dreams.

“I would love to see it, Wizard Ibun. However, your lessons must continue.” Once more, Ibun took the metal wand before pulling it out to its entire length. “Place it another six inches from your head before forcing your way into its dark cave.”

Thus began another long struggle to break through the heavy curtains protecting the imaginary cave. From the corner of his eye, Ibun saw his teacher draw in two rabbits for the evening meal. However, they wouldn’t eat until he conquered this extra distance.

The Time Star was two hands above the eastern horizon before Ibun began exploring the new strength he commanded. Sadly, it didn’t give enough power to accomplish the three-way split, but soon it would.

The next day, Zenii helped him build a simple net from the fibers of the ferns. After an afternoon of fishing, Ibun had four large fish ready to cook.

Though usually silent during the meals, today Zenii talked about magic. “A grand wizard must find new magic, a mark of their skills. I learned to perceive things around me I couldn’t see. That ability is much stronger now that I’m blind. I will pass that knowledge to you soon. But you should discover your own unique technique that interests you.”

“I have been working on something, Zenii. A way to pass my magic underground,” Ibun replied. He wanted to ask if this satisfied the requirement but concluded he must make that decision. “It isn’t strong enough yet, but it will be soon.”

“Very good. The act of discovery is everything. Once you discover self-teaching, there’s no limit to what you can do.” As Ibun nodded his understanding, he realized Preem used his sense of feeling with the d’sur waves to sense his response. Zenii tapped Ibun’s knee, signaling that the talk was over. “Now we eat in peace. I will not mention this new ability further until you demonstrate it to me.”

After the meal, his lessons began. Once more, Preem gave him his telescoping wand. But this time, Ibun extended it to six feet, far beyond what he thought he could manage. Still, he dedicated himself to entering the d’dec. Resting the wand on his knee as he sat cross-legged by the fire, Ibun closed his eyes as he reached out. He sensed the d’dec’s cave, but it felt like it had covered itself in a dense blanket of brambles. He detected it mentally but couldn’t comprehend how to squeeze through without ripping his mind to shreds.

After a hand, he was no closer.

“Stop!” Zenii ordered. Ibun opened his eyes, thinking he had made a mistake. “We are not alone,” Zenii said.

Ibun stared across the lake. On the other side, he spotted a light growing in intensity. “Should I dowse our fire?”

“They will have seen it by now. I believe our visitors are not Harpin troops. I can sense ten men but only three horses. No, these are travelers, merchants, maybe. However, I’m surprised to see them visiting this part of the foothills. Most travelers fear the creatures living here that eat men.”

Ibun watched for a minute as the distant fire grew in intensity. Then he went back to gaining access to the gray d’dec. But Zenii stopped him.

“We’ll not use our magic until we know who they are. For safety, we’ll sleep away from the fire tonight.”

Ibun joined Preem under some bushes twenty paces back from their campfire. It took some time for him to fall asleep.
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forty-seven
Leaderless Rebels


Brodia didn’t leave the tree bole’s hole until the following night. She would travel north to Castin for supplies before taking the traditional route through the Barrens. The extra time allowed her to train Azaly’s mind to see the waves in the air without the help of dust or smoke. For three days, Brodia led them through the foothills, keeping two leagues away from the forest’s eastern edge.

That strengthening of Azaly included jogging wide circles around Brodia twice every hand. After a few moans, Azaly welcomed the chance to show how tough she was. By the third day, Azaly carried Tresela for each lap. Brodia was proud of her pupil’s commitment to getting stronger.

They traveled in daylight on the third day because they hadn’t seen anything suspicious since breaking through the cordon. The foothill wolf packs would keep leagues to the west. All these days, she had avoided using her magic except in short bursts to kill a rabbit for roasting on a spit.

Brodia permitted Azaly to ask questions that second night. Expecting queries about magic, Azaly surprised her by asking about the Brotherhood Against Wizardry.

“You said the Daffodils almost burned you alive,” Azaly said. “But you are the great Green Wizard?”

Brodia laughed at the statement since it implied suspicion about a wizard’s power. “It occurred when I was an apprentice. You’ll discover you don’t have enough power to overcome many attackers as an apprentice, so you must use your wits and endurance to prevail.”

“What happened?” Azaly asked. Now she sounded concerned rather than judgemental.

So Brodia described when six Daffodils ambushed her as she fled from the King’s Patrols. Only her quick thinking saved her. The second occasion was near Lastin when she avoided Harpin’s troops intent on kidnapping Princess Foliana. Then, she was stronger, but the Daffodils tossed away her wand. The princess fooled them that day by returning Brodia’s wand before the Brotherhood could light the pyre.

“I’ve always hated them,” Brodia said after completing her stories. “They steal women to sell into slavery or to kill. They hate female wizards; remember that.”

Azaly shook her head, saying, “I’ve only heard that Harpin destroyed them along with Otanic’s armies. The surviving Brothers are scared of a moonless night.”

Brodia wondered if that was true. Were her arch-enemies shadows of their former selves? If so, she would rejoice in their demise.

Late on the third day, she sniffed the burning wood of a campfire. Tresela was riding on her back in a simple sling they’d made yesterday. She swung her daughter down. “Do you smell that?” she asked Azaly.

The teenage girl sniffed the air. “Is it a fire?”

“Stay with Tresela.” Brodia continued across a shallow valley and up a small ridge. She crawled on her belly near the crest to peek over the ridge’s top. In the next valley, she saw the thin smoke of a fire drifting above the trees, which wasn’t wise if any flying wizards were nearby.

She picked up the voices of several men but couldn’t make out words. These travelers had camped early for tonight.

After pushing herself back off the ridgetop, she padded back to Azaly. She answered Azaly’s questioning look, “There’s a campfire with men over that ridge. We can cross this valley.”

“Can we meet them?” Tresela asked.

“I don’t know who they are.”

“Will we skirt around them?” Azaly asked.

“I want to get closer to their fire tonight to see who they are. Troops or travelers. I won’t leave troops lurking behind me, nor do I want to have them be unknown.”
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A hand after sunset, Brodia left Tresela sitting with Azaly while she climbed over the ridgeline. She picked out the fire and eased her way from tree to tree. Five years hunting wildlife in the Green Valley taught her the forest craft not to disturb her intended prey. Humans were especially easy.

Two trees distance from the men’s clearing was close enough to understand their words. The six men wore uniforms that appeared pale in the firelight. Perhaps the light blue of Harpin soldiers. She squatted to listen to them talk.

“I’s swears he had fleas,” one voice said.

“Quit complaining ya fool. It’s just tight on ya, that be all. Would ya rather be’s the man who wores it?”

The voice didn’t sound like Harpinian clipped tones. But could she be sure? Six men would be easy to kill, but they didn’t act like soldiers, at least not like the ones she observed around Narbend.

“We should dump these uniforms. They’ll hang us if they catch us in ‘em.”

“Later, Damil. Afore we gets into Castin. For now, they’re a decent disguise. Even if they stink.”

Satisfied, she decided to reveal herself. First, she slid her telescoping wand into her boot. “You in the camp. Can I join you? I don’t mean no harm.”

She saw the quick scramble for weapons before they asked how many. Brodia replied, “Just the one. I’m lost in these hills. I’ve not eaten all day.”

“Come on in then.”

She stepped around the trees, keeping both hands in plain sight. The men stood in a semicircle, watching her with their swords drawn.

“A woman shouldn’t wander alone in the dark,” one said. He was overweight like he enjoyed his ale too much. “And ya don’t act like no swordsman,” he added.

“Looks can be misleading,” she said, ignoring the plump one’s comment about women. “You boys don’t behave like Harpinian soldiers.” She spied dark holes in the men’s jackets. “Did you get wounded? I’m good for caring if you’ll give me some of your food.”

“We be fine, woman. Those be old wounds.”

“Appear new to me.” Brodia had a magical shield ready as she sat on the opposite side of the fire. The strangers remained standing with their sword tips pointed at her. After six years of working with Haam, she could tell a swordsman’s prowess just by how they held their swords. These men held theirs too tight to be proficient. “If you were proper soldiers, you’d arrest me already.”

“And why be that?”

“I’m the rebel they’ve been searching for in Narbend,” she said. The men gripped their swords tighter, bringing a smile to her lips. “But you’re not Harpin troopers. You’re not disciplined enough. You’ve no sentries posted.”

“Ain’t you the expert,” plump sneered. But the firelight betrayed his concern. “No woman knows about soldiering.”

“Like I said, looks can be deceiving. For instance, none of you look capable of killing a Harpinian soldier, so what are you? Grave robbers?” Their expressions said she’d missed her mark with her first arrow. “Could it be you stumbled on some lifeless soldiers and took their uniforms?” This time, she hit the target.

“What if we are Harpinian troops? What would you do?”

“Then you’d be dead.” Brodia stretched out her feet toward the fire. She guessed that removing her boots would take the casualness too far.

“Killed be a woman? I don’ts think so.”

“Did you fools believe I walked in here alone?” she said. They stood back to back to protect themselves on all sides. She smiled as she crossed her arms. “What will it be? Harpin troops or grave robbers?”

“Let ‘em show themselves.”

“No. Put up your swords and admit who you are.” She waited, keeping her calm pose. The plump one relented, putting away his sword. The others did likewise. “Excellent decision. Now who are you.”

“Who are you?” The talkative one asked in response. “You’re no Harpinian either.”

“We’re rebels, like I said. Sworn to free Otanic of Harpin’s tyranny.”

“We be rebels too.”

The man was lying, but she didn’t challenge him yet. “Who’s your leader?” They glanced at each other, but no one volunteered. “What kind of fighters are you? You don’t even have a commander.”

“We makes our decisions as a group,” the plump one said.

“That’s good when you have time. But battles don’t give you that time.” She stared at the waiting men. “You.” She pointed to the talkative one. “What’s your name?” He replied he was Clam. “Well, Clam. You’re now the leader of this group. I name you Sergeant Clam.”

The others laughed, but none contradicted her. She waved them to sit while she decided if any of these fools lived. She didn’t want the distraction of men following her, but with luck, she might find one worthwhile wretch among the bunch.

“So, let’s see who you got in the shadows,” Clam said.

“Soon,” she replied. “But first, I want some better answers. Why did you take those uniforms off dead soldiers? As Damil said, they’ll hang you if they catch you wearing them. You’re only good enough actors to fool fools.”

“We’re outlaws,” the one named Damil said. “Wanted by Harpin for robbing an army supply wagon. We got these uniforms so we can rob more wagons.”

“No army wagons pass through these foothills,” she said. Brodia studied Damil’s face as she asked, “Do you rob the local merchants too?”

All the men shook their heads. One said his family lived nearby, so he wouldn’t harm anyone from the fourth kingdom. Brodia saw in their faces that they spoke the truth, which meant they could live.

“You should get out of those dead men’s clothes while I bring in my rebels. If you try to run, we’ll kill you.” Brodis stood to leave the campfire. She didn’t look back as she walked out.

She gave them ten minutes to change before she returned with Azaly carrying Tresela.

“Where’s the rest?” Clam said. She told him there were only three. “You fooled us,” Clam said, though he sounded relieved. He wore a dirty smock. The firelight disguised its color.

“You heard what you expected to hear. But I told you the truth when I said we could kill you all and that Harpin is searching for us around Narbend,” Brodia replied. After Azaly settled by the fire with Tresela sitting in her lap, Brodia asked Clam, “Are you a Brother?”

“I was,” he admitted. “But the Brotherhood is almost gone. I learned a young general is starting us again. So, we’re traveling to Lastin to find him.”

There wasn’t much to say. Brodia hated Daffodils for what they had done previously; however, things could be different after six years. Perhaps Brother Clam could help her understand the new Daffodils.
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forty-eight
Lake Gron


Ibun woke before the sky even grayed. He barely made out the stranger’s campfire across the lake. His bones ached from a damp night away from his fire’s warmth. He crawled out from under the bush, where he slept with his guru. If Zenii wasn’t using magic to ‘see’ the area around them, then only Ibun could warn of approaching visitors. As he sat, staring across Lake Gron, he heard his teacher moving.

“I must say I expected a visit during the night,” Preem whispered. “I suspect they used a spyglass to discover we are but two.”

“We should have a plausible story for when they come,” Ibun replied.

Preem agreed, saying he had thought of one overnight. They were to claim they came from beyond Lowmouth and were seeking the fabled Valley of Towers rumored to exist in the Western Mountains. Preem added that news from Otanic had never reached their remote homes, but since leaving Jongiloc, they encountered a few sparse stories about Harpin’s rule of Otanic. Ibun liked the story as it explained why dark-skinned travelers were here in the southern foothills.

Once the sky lightened, Ibun moved forward to rekindle the fire. Once it was robust enough, he dragged out some embers to reheat a fish he had cooked yesterday.

A man called out as they ate, “We come in peace. Can we enter your camp?”

Zenii replied, “Come on in. We have some fish if you would like to join us.”

Ibun stood as four men dressed in the Brotherhood’s yellow smocks stepped out of the trees surrounding the clearing. Each had a drawn sword in their hands, ready for action. One had the gray hair of his middle years. The others were slim, brown-haired men. Ibun guessed they were in their twenties.

“We don’t encounter many Brotherhood members,” Ibun said, so Zenii knew who they were. “I’m Ibun and this is Jastur. We are from Jongiloc.” He left his relationship with Zenii unsaid so Preem could choose the best path. “We are peaceful travelers, so there’s no need for drawn swords.”

“You wear a military sword yourself. Can we have it peacefully?” the gray-haired Daffodil asked. Ibun hesitated, not that he needed the rapier to win any fight.

“Of course,” Preem said. “We carry it more for show than for use.”

Ibun drew the blade. The four men lowered their sword points to Ibun’s chest. Smiling, Ibun turned the saber to offer the pommel to the apparent leader.

“As I surmised, this is a Harpin sword. What are you doing with it? Are you part of the Harpin army?”

“My assistant purchased it from a blacksmith,” Preem explained. “We thought it would make robbers think twice before accosting us on the road.”

Ibun watched as the gray-haired leader inspected the sword’s hilt before handing it to another. At the leader’s signal, the Daffodils put up their swords. “We are strangers to this land,” Ibun said, emphasizing his Lowmouth accent. “If we have trespassed, we apologize.”

“We rarely travel here, though we do so more often in these troubling times. We make no claims on this area,” the older Daffodil said. “Our commander saw your campfire last night and invites you to join us if you care to.”

“We will be glad to,” Preem replied. “After my assistant dowses our fire, he will guide me. I’m certain you can tell that I’m blind.”

Ibun tossed enough dirt to kill the flames. “We are ready,” he said, taking his Zenii’s arm. The Daffodils walked along the lake’s edge, moving slowly in deference to the blind man who followed them. Nonetheless, Ibun allowed the men to gain twenty paces on them so he could whisper to his guru.

“The men are out of range, Jastur. Do you have any instructions for me?”

“Don’t use your mind to engage your d’dec. Some of these Daffodils can sense magic. Let’s first determine if they are for Harpin or Otanic.”

“Will you be able to see?”

“Not for now. I will join the leader in a conversation first.”

“It’s my honor to guide you then.”

It took a while to walk by the lake’s end. Ibun looked around the sparse camp as they entered. He saw three pack horses tied to a picket line on one side. The men had strung some canvas sheets between the trees to offer shelter from the sun or rain. In the camp’s center was a large fire with a metal spit with two blackened pots hanging from it.

A heavyset white-haired man stepped forward. “Welcome, gentlemen. I am Captain Treem.”

Ibun clasped the man’s arm. “My name is Ibun. And this is Jastur. He lost his eyesight many years ago.”

Captain Treem took Preem’s arm to clasp it in welcome. “Good day to you, Jastur. I’m sorry for your eyesight loss.”

“I lost it in a worthy cause, sir,” Preem replied, “fighting for my kingdom, though we failed.”

“A sad day. One that has left us all the poorer for our losses,” the Captain said. Ibun smiled at the ease with which Zenii pulled the captain’s political views on Harpin. Then Captain Treem made a statement Ibun wasn’t expecting. “It’s strange, but I don’t see blankets or other supplies with you. You are welcome to tarry with us as we’ll camp for a few days.”

Ibun tried to think of a suitable response, but Preem was quicker. “Thank you. We lost our blankets when my assistant fell into a river,” Preem said. “You’d think the sighted would know where they’re going. We may take advantage of your kind hospitality for a day. Longer if you have an excellent nanuj player, for Ibun is not sufficient competition for this blind man.”

Ibun faked a dour expression while inwardly smiling at his guru’s ruse to portray him as feeble. He would make sure he played his part.

“I would boast that I am a decent player, Jastur.”

“Perfect; I look forward to trying my luck against you.”

Throughout the day, Ibun sat beside his Zenii as the yellow-clad men went about their mysterious duties. Soon after midday, the Brothers gathered into a group while Captain Treem led them in a ritual chant. As he watched them, Ibun realized he knew almost nothing about life in the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. He remembered Zenii’s advice to always take advantage of any chance to understand your enemies better. Ibun was casually attentive to everything going on around the camp.

During the evening meal, Preem regaled the Brotherhood with stories of their travels from a small village south of Lowmouth. Ibun admired the ease with which his teacher told made-up stories, embellishing them with anecdotes about the people they met along the way. However, Preem was careful not to make up stories about Harpin’s rule over Otanic.

After dinner, Ibun sat cross-legged by his guru, who sat on a stool facing Captain Treem for their first nanuj game. Ibun’s job was to relay the captain’s moves.

“As my guest, I offer you the red side,” the Captain said. “Would you care to play for a small wager?”

“As you wish, sir. I’m happy to play for some engaging conversation along with the pride in a well-played game.”

Ibun placed the pieces on the board, resting on an upended log between them. The Captain began filling the pipe he took from a pocket. As Ibun thought about bringing a flame from the firepit, a Brother came to serve his commanding officer.

The match had progressed several moves before Zenii opened the conversation. “How does the Brotherhood fair in these difficult times? Do you stand with either side?”

“Harpin persecutes us,” Captain Treem replied with a long, thoughtful pull on his pipe. “Few Brothers survived the first years of Harpin’s rule, though our numbers are rising again. We go north to find a great general of the Brotherhood named The Bear. I hope he finds a way for the Brotherhood against Harpin’s Academy of Wizards, whose apprentices are encouraged to practice their magic on us.”

“I’ve only heard of one Academy apprentice,” Preem said. “My assistant told me he wore a green sash.”

“That was Wizard Criv. He is the count’s senior apprentice.” Treem paused as he moved a piece, which Ibun relayed to his teacher. Then the Captain added, “Unlike the days of Sarn the Sage and the Bone Crusher, the Academy has many apprentices. But most are new to magic. Still, they are all trained to kill. It is one of their earliest lessons, sir.”

“Do they have female wizards?” Preem asked. “We heard tales of one that came to Lowmouth.”

“Like the Bitch Witch? No, sir, they don’t allow such an abomination,” Treem said. Ibun sat passively, though he wanted to say many things in Brodia’s defense.

“Many people we have talked to, claimed she was a hero for the kingdom.”

“Fables, Jastur, she was no more capable than a dog in heat.”

Ibun chaffed at the words, but Zenii’s gentle touch on his knee kept him silent. Preem called out his next move. As Ibun moved the pertinent piece, Preem said softly, “I see the Brotherhood’s views on women haven’t changed in several years.”

“They should limit themselves to the kitchen or nursery.”

“Is not Queen Foliana sitting on Otanic’s throne?”

“She has male advisors around her. I’m sure she received schooling, but it’s a waste to educate girls with inferior intelligence.”

“In our village, few of them got an education,” Zenii responded, keeping his voice neutral. “But not because they cannot learn.”

“I’m sure if you saw them get schooling and then realized that they still lack a sound mind, you would change your opinion, sir.”

“So, you believe they are too stupid to receive an education?” After the captain agreed with Preem’s summary, Preem added, “You have a circular argument, Captain Treem. Women are stupid, so you don’t educate them to fulfill your prophecy that they are stupid. Yet I’ve met many women with uncommon commonsense despite little schooling.”

“I don’t follow you,” the Captain said. Ibun noticed his voice was getting testy.

“No offense, Captain. But I remember a priest who claimed the Gods had made mice tailless. To prove his point, he cut the tails of all the mice he caught.”

The Captain chuckled politely at Preem’s anecdote before saying, “You would have much in common with our new leader, General Traanim, who gathers the Brotherhood to him in Lastin. We go there to join him. You are welcome to travel with us.”

“I thank you for your kind offer, Captain. But I’m on a quest to find the fabled Valley of Towers.”

A few nanuj moves later, Captain Treem admitted defeat in the game. Preem had the white pieces in the second match. The players adopted a mutual agreement to keep the conversation away from the merits of women. But Ibun believed Preem had won the argument.

During the conversation, Ibun sensed the kingdoms remained on the cusp of going to war. It heightened his frustrations at not finding the power for the three-way split.
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forty-nine
Pitchfork Plan


For two days after letting the six leaderless men join her, Brodia guided her group north through the forested foothills. The first night, they ate roasted rabbit. It hadn’t taken her long to hunt for the plentiful game in this part of the forest, east of the wolves’ usual hunting ground. None of the six asked how she caught rabbits with only a sword.

For the second evening, Azaly accompanied her with Tresela. It amused Brodia as Tresela whispered instructions to Azaly on how to pad through the trees. After snagging six squirrels and two rabbits, Brodia told Azaly, “After we’ve eaten, I want you to ask Clam about when the Daffodils arrested Princess Foliana near Lastin six years ago. They wanted to burn me alive that day, but the princess fooled them. I’d like to hear what he says.”

As instructed, Azaly asked Clam, “I remember hearing stories about the Daffodils arresting Princess Foliana. I was a little girl then, but I’ve wondered if it were true.”

“You shouldn’t be calling me no Daffodil,” Clam snapped back. But when he saw Brodia’s disapproving stare, he changed his attitude. In a softer voice, he said, “We’re called the Brotherhood, miss. We don’t like that nickname people give us.”

He told a short story about Brothers mistaking the princess for a common woman traveling alone. “They were trying to protect her. No woman should be walking by herself.”

“The stories say the Green Wizard was with the princess,” Azaly said. “Wasn’t she safe with a wizard?”

Brodia saw Clam’s scowl in the flicking light of the fire. “I wasn’t there, miss. But the Green Wizard was mean to us, killing a Brother while arresting the rest. Weren’t no call for that. Them Brothers spent a year in jail until Harpin soldiers murdered them.”

“Didn’t they try to burn the wizard alive? That doesn’t sound like they were protecting her.”

“You’ve learned a lot, miss. Those were the old days. The Brotherhood has changed. Harpin killed so many of us we were almost done,” Clam said, his voice sad as he stared into the fire. “But there’s a new way. Now, we fight against the first kingdom. At least, that’s what people say. I haven’t seen a fellow Brother for more’n a year.”

Brodia thought about Clam’s words. Could the Brotherhood Against Wizardry have abandoned its mission to rid the world of wizards and single women? As Clam stared into the fire, lost in his thoughts, Brodia said, “Everyone in the fourth kingdom must be ready to fight against Harpin, Brother Clam. If they join that war, the citizens can forget what the Brothers did before.”

On the third day, Brodia moved them closer to the eastern edge of the foothills. She didn’t want to risk missing the village of Castin because she needed to resupply with food and blankets. And she must leave these rebels behind when she takes Azaly to the Tower’s secret location.

As they walked through the silver-barked aspen trees, she kept four members as outposts, front, back, and each side. She rotated the sentries every two hands. Everyone took their turn, including herself. Brodia enjoyed her stints at an outpost with Tresela walking alongside or riding on her shoulders. It provided a chance to discuss forest dangers or to go over lessons on her letters or numbers. For brief intervals, she opened her d’dec to side waves to converse with her daughter through her stone, which was a special bond between them.

While in the forward outpost, fifty paces ahead of the group, she heard the high-pitched whistle to return. The righthand lookout had caught sight of Castin Village. Minutes later, from the forest edge, she saw the road into Castin was another two hundred paces ahead. A league down that road stood the colorful village of Castin, famous for its windmills turned by steady westerly breezes. She could feel that gentle wind sweeping over the treetops toward the settlement.

She held no love for Castin, where Yarin almost strangled her when she passed through last time. Now she carried his d’dec. But she still regretted the extra lives he stole before she stopped him forever.

She cursed not having a spyglass as she couldn’t determine if Harpin’s troops swarmed over the village. She walked back to the group, deep in thought. As she shuffled through the dry leaves, she reached her decision. “Laam and Joril, come with me to get supplies. Put on two of those Harpin uniforms. We’ll pretend I’m your prisoner just in case there are soldiers in Castin.”

You must stay with Azaly, Brodia sent to Tresela.

Ah, Mama.

She waited for the two tallest men to change before taking the Castin Road. Brodia walked ahead as if she was under the men’s control. Glancing behind, she saw them slouching along. “You should walk as if you are soldiers, head up, back straight. Look like you own the world,” she said.

After a while, they approached the first house, a sky-blue cottage that abutted a wheat-yellow windmill. In front of the house were several dark green bushes. Before she passed the bushes, a woman jumped out accompanied by a large man. The assailant pulled back her hand to throw something.

Even as Brodia recognized the two attackers, she formed a magical shield. She reached out to swat the knife away as it hit her shield. Jisana had aimed her knife at Joril, who raised his arm to defend himself. With luck, he wouldn’t have noticed the knife stopping before Brodia knocked it out of the air.

“Haam, it’s alright,” she called out as the large man charged with his drawn sword. He stopped in front of her, a puzzled expression on his face. “They aren’t Harpin soldiers,” she told him in a calmer voice. “We were making it look like they were arresting me.”

“Nearly cost them their lives,” Jisana said as she retrieved her throwing knife lying on the road.

“Are there troops in the village?” Brodia asked.

“The last three left yesterday going south.”

“Good.”

The two rebels were happy to get out of their Harpinian uniforms. All five walked into Castin’s square. Floman, Todin, and Kaan stepped out from behind a building. All part of Jisana’s planned ambush. In the village, two women joined them. Brodia didn’t recognize them, so she avoided speaking too much. Jisana only introduced them by name without further explanation.
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After buying supplies, they walked back out to the forest. Along the way, Brodia discovered Jisana led her group into Castin the previous morning. She planned to stay a few days to find any villagers with rebellion in their hearts. Floman was watching the west road when he saw Brodia with the two soldiers. They organized the ambush to free her.

Jisana asked after Preem. She was sad to hear the Four Crowns had split apart. “It’s for the best,” Brodia told her as they hung back from the others. “The rebellion should spread out to confuse them as it seeks a weakness. By stretching Harpin’s troops, we can get to Quon. He’s still the key to freeing Otanic. Get him so confused that he blunders. Preem is strong enough to defeat him if he makes a mistake.”

“I hope so,” Jisana said. “Pulling down the Palace took enormous power. Though I’ll never understand all this wizardry stuff.”

“Zenii must exploit his blindness. Our job is to keep Quon on the defensive to induce a rash move,” Brodia said. “After finding new rebels, Jis, what were your plans?” she asked, trusting Jisana would have a plan.

“We will head north, creating a rebel network in each village,” Jisana spoke as if seeking approval. “I’ll cross the border with Haam to find this Academy of Wizards and kill as many wizards as possible before they get us.”

Brodia felt Jisana’s gaze on her as they walked behind the others through the woods. Joril led the group toward the camp as Brodia discussed Jisana’s plan. After six years around wizards, Jisana must know how desperate her plan to kill wizards was. “They’ll kill you both before you even give them a scratch. You can’t sense magic, so you can’t protect yourselves. You’re the bravest human I’ve ever met, so I’d hate to see you throw your life away.” Brodia put her arm around Jisana’s shoulder to pull the taller woman into her. They walked in lockstep through the dry leaves on the forest floor. “Once, Jastur told me that fighting for Otanic didn’t mean throwing away my life,” Brodia whispered. “To win this war, we must each exploit our skills to the fullest, not sacrifice ourselves in a hopeless endeavor.”

“I’ll accept your leadership.”

“I love you like the younger sister I never had. But I go where none can follow me,” Brodia said. “These new rebels are leaderless. You must be their commander now. I will leave them in your hands, Jis. As you said outside the Arrox cave, your value to the cause comes when you are separate from the wizards. I truly believe this is where your power lies.”

Soon they were back at the campsite, where a rock outcropping gave them places to sit. After introductions, Brodia asked Jisana what happened in Narbend. Jisana described watching Quon fly soldiers into the forest to search for Tipini and Jastur. After the troops returned with no prisoners, she decided to walk to Castin. Brodia explained she went north to slip through the cordon while Jastur went south.

“We freed all the arrested women at the patrol house,” Haam said. “They scattered for their safety. Except for Pilia and Suma, who begged to join us,” Haam added, indicating the two strange women.

“Did you free a little girl named Jarlina?” Azaly asked. “She was Narini’s daughter.”

“The little girl?” Pilia said. Azaly nodded. “Wizard Criv tortured her to death. I’m sorry if you knew her.”

“Why?” Azaly was close to tears. “She was only ten years old.”

“I don’t know. I remember hearing her screams. It was horrible. We were all scared that they’d kill each of us. All we did was wear a green beret. That’s why they arrested the girl.”

“Oh no!” Azaly hid her face as she cried.

Brodia wanted to comfort her novice but didn’t. Azaly would have to learn that friends could die in a war. Still, it gave another thing to hate Harpin’s wizards for.

“We have to separate before we leave this area,” Brodia said into the silence. “Jisana, you said you were going north to start a rebel web throughout the villages. I ask that you do the same, except toward the east. Make your insurgent center in Kefnu. You know the city. Jastur has gone south, so I will go north. We create three prongs of rebellion, like a pitchfork. Harpin will find it difficult to stop us. In time, we’ll be strong enough to retake Otanic.”

“You will go to Harpin City?” Haam asked.

“I’ll search for this Academy of Wizards. But first, I’ll take Azaly through the Barrens.” Her six foothill rebels gave her a long look as she said this. “I will only take my daughter with Azaly.”

“You’re leaving us?” Clam said, unable to hide his disappointment.

Brodia felt lifted by this Daffodil’s reaction. Still, she would not change her plans. “Jisana leads the rebels. I must create my own problems for Harpin.”

“You should have some help,” Kaan said as he sat near Azaly.

“We’ll be fine. I’m skilled at surviving the Barrens. I’ve lived there for six years.”

“But you had men with you then,” he argued.

Brodia looked at him, deciding if she wanted the added baggage. She’d seen him looking at Azaly, though she didn’t feel the same way toward him. Ultimately, she decided he wasn’t worth the distraction from her true purpose. She shook her head. “Sorry, Kaan, but we travel fast, while your knowledge of Kefnu is more helpful to Jisana.”

“I want to go.” His voice sounded petulant.

“I’ve made my decision.” Brodia stood. “We’ll leave while there’s time to get far from Castin. Come, let us say our goodbyes.”

Haam came to her first, giving her a big hug, which surprised Brodia. Then he picked up Tresela, swinging her around before kissing her forehead. Next, Brodia hugged Jisana. “Trust your instincts,” Brodia whispered. “Give my regards to Queen Foliana if you see her.”

“I will. Go with the Gods.”

When she glanced back, Brodia saw Kaan hugging Azaly. “Be careful with him,” she mumbled to Jisana. “He’s in a fool’s love.”

They parted company. Azaly carried Tresela as Brodia led them toward the west, determined to put a few leagues between themselves and the village of Castin.
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fifty
Coded Message


Quon lifted himself from the village square at Narbend after a frustrating week in which he hadn’t unearthed Lihan. His cordon failed six days ago, leaving no results but many clues about the enemy. Those traces created a plethora of questions with few answers. The village green looked like a disturbed nest of blue ants. This troop swarm was the only tangible accomplishment, as the center of rebel activity was now the hub of Harpin’s response.

For five days, Quon had waited in the hidden valley for Lihan’s return until his patience waned. His cowardly student had realized Quon knew about his hideaway, so he wouldn’t come back. Quon returned to Narbend, leaving the small patrol with the sergeant.

He dedicated the last three days to organizing the company of soldiers, sending patrols to garrison key villages. Sensing that a steady expansion would leave him one step behind the rebels, Quon opted for a more aggressive approach. He sent the first mounted patrol for Widemouth. The second cavalry patrol rode for Twin Rocks. He would hold the spread of rebels west of the Otan River. With luck, they would fall into his net.

As Quon relaxed into the rhythm of flying to Harpin City with his butler Johan sitting beside him, he reflected on one of the recent mysteries. What was the blind man’s significance? Criv remained convinced the blind man’s daughter was in the house when his d’dec stopped sending out its d’sur waves. Was this man a leader? What could a blind man do? Quon warned himself not to underestimate a crippled man. However, blindness was the ultimate crippling of a man’s abilities. Still, he sent Criv to distribute orders across the realm to arrest any blind men.

Five hands after leaving Narbend, Quon lowered his flying platform onto the lush green lawn outside the palace kitchens. Johan hurried off to prepare Quon’s rooms while Quon floated to the chancellor’s office. The privy council met soon, so Quon wanted to know what to expect.

According to Chancellor Ganaf, King Tarik continued to chaff over the expulsion of Crown Prince Katan, though the prince was more relaxed. “He has been visiting the ladies,” Ganaf added with a lift of his eyebrows.

Quon despised men who couldn’t control their urges. He retired to his room to change before the Harpin privy council convened.

Minutes later, he sat at the table, updating the king on his progress with stopping the rebels. His report didn’t impress King Tarik, though Quon emphasized the importance of pushing the Otanic resistance into the daylight, where they could destroy it.

“We will order our armies to assemble,” King Tarik announced to the council. “As our military moves through the fourth kingdom, you may work to find the rebel leadership, Count Quon. We appreciate your inclination to stay in the shadows like a whore at the royal court.” As usual, the king laughed at his crude joke. “However, we desire that you take our Crown Prince to Kefnu to bring our grandson back to us. Our bitch daughter-in-law must learn that she cannot play with Harpin.”

“As you wish, sire.” Quon was out of time. If Prince Ricard came to Harpin City, all his plans to control the three kingdoms would be smitten – burned to ashes like Sosin’s wife.

After the meeting, Quon went to the crown prince’s room. But his valet said the prince wasn’t available, suggesting that his lordship try again tomorrow. He was tempted to tell the valet he was working under the king’s orders. However, this delay would suit him well, so he promised to return in the morning.

In his quarters, he carefully composed a letter addressed to Otanic’s Defense Minister. He assumed prying eyes would see the communication, so the primary purpose must remain cryptic. After several minutes, he decided on the correct wording.

We, the Count of Broditch, to his lordship, the Minister of Defense, do send this message:

Numerous matters have come to light that necessitate action against any rebels forming near the village of Grallan. We request you send four men to secure Grallan immediately. The four men must not delay leaving the city by one minute as the situation warrants no procrastination.


Prince Ricard’s codename was Grallan Village, so the message should be clear enough for the Baron of Riverend. Quon had made several promises to the baron about expanding his holdings and even elevating his family to the Count of Riverend. Of course, Quon didn’t foresee the baron living to collect on his reward. However, his twenty-five-year-old son would.

Quon sent the message to Sosin, along with a brief note to place the letter into the baron’s hands. Then Quon flew overnight to Riverend. The baron’s ambitious son was impatient to claim his inheritance from his father. This visit would ensure an alternate place to hide the young prince after bringing him through the eastern forest. As he flew across the land, Quon decided to offer the baron’s son a personal wizard to help increase his resolve to join the movement to place Prince Ricard on the throne of a united Harpin and Otanic.
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fifty-one
Unwanted Guest


During the second night after splitting away from Jisana, Brodia sat with the campfire, warming her feet as a tired Tresela slept with her head resting on Azaly’s lap. Brodia used tiny gripping fists to float six pieces of wood in an intricate pattern over the fire.

“Is that easy to do?” Azaly asked.

“For me, yes. But it only became possible after six years of training,” Brodia replied. “But this isn’t the purpose of tonight’s lesson. I still notice your hands flex when I do magic. You must remain passive; not even your eyes should betray your awareness. If you suspect a wizard is near, anticipate the sensation so you can act as if you feel nothing.”

“Yes, Brodia. I can’t even see your waves in the smoke.”

“The small gripping fists I’m using are hard to spot. Relax your face. Loosen your fingers. Welcome the dizziness, don’t fight it.”

As her pieces danced through the smoke, she heard a rustling sound from the forest. An animal moved through the dry leaves, approaching to see if they were food. Brodia listened, sending embers flying into the dark sky when she dropped the wooden shards into the fire. She formed the soft d’sur fist that Preem encouraged her to learn three years ago. It could perceive objects, even ones hidden under clothing.

She sent the tender fist into the night toward the sound. She sensed around the trunks of the pine trees that dominated the forest. There. Her fist encountered something. It moved on two feet. Was it a man or a woman? It crept closer from fifty paces away. Brodia sent a spearpoint to join her sensing fist, uncertain if she should kill them or ask questions first.

They blended with a tree when they squatted, but she could still detect them to end them in a second. Tresela stared into the darkness, following her spearpoint.

“What is it?” Azaly asked softly.

But Brodia put her finger to her lips. She changed the spearpoint to a simple fist before feeling for the spy’s head. Bang! Brodia struck the head hard above the left ear. It threw them to the forest floor, where they lay still. Tresela cried out in delight as if they were playing a magic game.

“We have a spy watching us,” she told Azaly. Brodia waited, but no more sounds came as the person remained on the ground. “Wait here.”

She formed a lifting hand to float herself out into the dark forest without making a sound. She circled the body in the leaves, coming up from opposite the campfire. Wrapping the spy in a cocoon, she brought them into the campfire’s light. It surprised her to find Kaan’s unconscious form with his long hat.

“What’s he doing here?” Azaly said. “I spend a few nights with him, so now he thinks he owns me? I’m sorry, Brodia.”

“Don’t apologize. And call me Tipini.” Brodia thought about the young man threatening her plans. “What can you tell me about him?”

Azaly relayed her history in Kefnu when the Academy of Wizards pursued her. Kaan had helped connect her with the rebel leaders. Then, when she killed Jaal, he aided her escape from the city. On the road to Twin Rocks, they shared their blankets.

Azaly ended her story by saying, “I thought I would die any day. He gave me relief from those fears.”

“I understand,” Brodia said. “But I must decide what to do with the fool.” After some consideration, she said she would kill him before he woke up, promising it would be painless.

“You can’t,” Azaly said. “I don’t love him, but he helped me. After Jarlina, I can’t bear to see another person killed because of me.”

“I’m sorry about Jarlina, but you must learn that even the most innocent decisions you make can lead to someone’s death. I can’t leave this fool to sneak up on us, and our destination is a secret. I’ll not vouch for his safety.”

Azaly hung her head as she nodded her understanding. “I will abide by your decision,” she said without lifting her head. “Whatever it may be.”

A few minutes later, Kaan stirred. He would have a headache, which was only fair since he gave her one. In the morning, she would let him know her verdict on his fate. It allowed her a night to examine her feelings on the matter.
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fifty-two
Home Again


Preem drew in the sea aroma once again. He began smelling the salt air yesterday, but this was the first morning he woke to the invigorating scent that was distinct from the sea he had sensed for six years. In the Green Valley, the Western Sea had a barren odor, though that was his affection to describe it. But the South Sea’s scent reminded him of his childhood when the world was simpler. “Do you smell the sea?” he asked Ibun, who was preparing their breakfast on the rekindled fire.

“Barely, Zenii. It isn’t as strong as the sea from Home Cave.”

“Ahh, this aroma is better, which is a benefit of blindness, Ibun. My mind has improved my other senses. The fragrance of the sea is one such reward.” Preem got up from his blanket to stretch his legs, stamping new life into them. The morning coolness always brought aches in both legs from his old injuries. He didn’t regret the pain as it reminded him not to become complacent about the frail body he lived in. “We should reach the coast today. This cliff is lower than Roon Cliff. Here, you can hear the waves as they crash into the rocks.”

“That will be a sight I look forward to seeing, Zenii.”

“Indeed. The crashing waves send seawater spray high into the air. Coming here always brings new vigor to my bones.” Preem moved around the fire until the wind was directly into his face. “As a coastal boy, I took the sea for granted, as it never disappeared. But then it was I who left for ten years. Only when I returned did I realize how much I missed it. Now I return one last time.”

Preem and Ibun left the Brotherhood Against Wizardry seven days ago. They parted on friendly terms after deciding not to let their different views impede an enjoyable game of nanuj. Captain Treem was leading the Brotherhood north to meet with the Brotherhood’s new young general, The Bear. Brother Treem offered to escort them until Castin, where Preem could turn west toward the mountains. But Preem declined, saying the stories of Harpin’s war against the Brotherhood meant he faced more danger in their company than alone as a useless blind man. So Preem left with Ibun, heading west for two leagues before turning south to rejoin their original path to the coast.

For seven days, Preem led Ibun across Otanic’s southwest peninsular, an ancient forest of ash trees. No sunlight penetrated the thick canopy during the summer, leaving the forest floor barren except for a carpet of last year’s dead leaves. He would welcome the forest’s end to feel the sun on his face again.

Preem used his telescoping wand to sense Ibun sitting by the fire, cooking four eggs on a lifting hand he used as a pan. Earlier, Preem had taken a single egg from four nests. The smell of the sizzling eggs rivaled the pleasure of the sea breeze.

After breakfast, he ordered a resumption of their walk to the sea. Ibun’s body had toughened over the last week as this bare forest floor allowed Preem to maintain his preferred pace. Each evening, Ibun practiced the three-way split he first achieved the day after leaving Lake Gron. Preem drove him to control eight objects in ever more complex patterns. Ibun was already a deadly wizard who could destroy Quon’s green-sash wizard in a second. But Preem needed a stronger Ibun if they were to have the slightest chance against Quon himself. He sensed that his battle with Quon could be the last act for this withered wizard.

A few leagues later, Preem discerned the forest thinning out before reaching the last trees. Two hundred paces ahead was the end of the land. Beyond that, he felt the gentle waves rippling under his d’sur waves.

“Now we can begin your new training, Wizard Ibun. First, fly us both to the beach using your three-way split. We will use the shelter of the cliff to hide our d’decs.”

Ibun held his tarner so the eel’s head was far from his head. Then he created the complex three-way split to form eight separate d’sur fists. After flying them to the cliff’s edge, he hesitated. Preem sat waiting as Ibun decided on his anchor points to stabilize the platform. He had no convenient trees here, just the rocky cliff face.

Ibun’s d’sur fists reached out to grip various rocks on the precipice, dropping any that pulled away. He found enough to ease the lifting platform down toward the beach. Soon the seabirds called out, pulling off the cliff to dive down on their heads; Ibun was too close to their nests.

“Is the tide out?” Preem asked as he smiled at his apprentice’s struggle against nature. Working with creatures was yet another rite of passage for a wizard. When Ibun confirmed plenty of sandy beach to land on, Preem directed him to land thirty paces from the cliff. Soon he stood on the shore. Preem knew the tide reached this spot from the hard pack of the sand.

“I wasn’t expecting the birds to fly out like that,” Ibun observed.

“They are brave defenders of their young. I prefer to keep the platform further away while using a couple of fists resting on the beach. You’ll find it easier to control the platform.”

“Yes, Zenii. I’ll do better next time.”

“We’ll stay here until the tide returns to swamp us. Here, you will begin finding the shimmering d’sur fist.” Preem sensed some boulders closer to the cliff. “Let’s start by sitting on those rocks,” he said, pointing toward the cliff where the seagulls had once more settled on their nests.

Soon Preem relaxed on a large rock, tilting his head back to bask in the sun’s warmth. Beside him, Ibun struggled to vary the frequency of his lone d’sur fist. He was still consciously changing it.

“You’re overthinking,” Preem observed after several minutes. “You must let your subconscious change it.”

But despite Ibun’s best efforts, he could only modify the frequency once a second. The d’sur fist pulsed like slow-moving ripples on a pond. It did not shimmer. A worthy wizard could match the changes. It didn’t surprise Preem as it took him two years to discover the trick.

“Sing a note,” he said, deciding that he’d given Ibun enough time to become frustrated with consciously changing the frequency of the d’sur waves. “Laaaaaa. Daaaaaa.” Preem sang. “Sing a single note.”

Ibun sang a single note, “Laaaaaaaaaaa.”

“Now warble your voice like this.” Preem sang a note, tapping his windpipe to create a fluctuating tone. Ibun repeated the warbling sound. “Now do it without using your hand,” Preem instructed.

Ibun’s note trilled up and down several times a second.

“Do you feel that resonance? You can’t do it with purpose. Your subconscious controls the throat muscles to do that. It’s the same for the shimmering fist, except your mind must warble.”

Preem returned to basking in the sun as Ibun tried several ways to follow his advice. None worked. But at least he had a clue on how to accomplish it. A hand later, Ibun warned him that the tide was only two paces from reaching them.

“Then we have time to eat. Afterward, I will fly us along the coast while you continue practicing.”

After eating, Preem pulled them east for the rest of the day, just above the waves lapping against the cliff. He didn’t move fast, preferring to give Ibun time to develop this vital skill. That evening, they camped inside the edge of the ash forest that filled this part of Otanic.

Ibun was asleep in minutes, exhausted from the day’s training.
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After two more days of training, while flying along the coast, Preem flew around a promontory to find Clovermouth’s pier ahead. He backed up a league before lifting them over the top of the cliff. He didn’t want to start rumors by appearing on Clovermouth’s beach.

A league north of the settlement, he lowered his lifting hand in the forest that ended by the road into Clovermouth. He was apprehensive as he prepared to walk into the village of his birth. Was his mother still alive? “We walk from here. Once more I’ll play the role of the blind man dependent on his assistant to guide him.”

“Of course, Zenii. I’m eager to see my guru’s birthplace.”

A hand later, Ibun described the beauty of the pastel-colored cottages ahead in lyrical terms. This was Preem’s first visit to his old home since becoming blind. Though he could detect all the homes, he couldn’t correlate them with his memory’s colorful images. They had swapped d’decs; Preem carried Ibun’s tarner to tap out his path while Ibun kept the telescoping wand in his boot, out of sight.

“Jastur, these colors are peaceful,” Ibun said from beside him as if Ibun could read his thoughts.

“Indeed, though I never appreciated the colors when I lived here, I revere them whenever I return. Though in truth, the hues can only live in my dreams now.”

“I’ve only known you as a blind man, Jastur. It must be a hard blow to tolerate.”

“I accept it and intend to exploit it when we next encounter our enemy.”

He continued to stroll along the road. “I wonder if anyone will recognize me,” Preem said once he detected they were passing the first cottage. “We seek my sister’s house on River Road, number one.”

Ibun took his arm while Preem used the eel tarner to tap along the road as they passed the houses. They moved through the market, where no one stopped or challenged them. Preem sensed several women stepping aside to give them room.

“To the right,” he whispered when they reached the crossroads. “We pass over the Clover River to get to River Road.” Minutes later, they sauntered down River Road to the last house on the right. “What color is the cottage?” he asked.

“Blue, a light blue with darker shutters. The tiles on the roof are orange like Lowmouth.”

“Good, she hasn’t changed the color.” Preem walked to the entrance, eager anticipation taking hold of his steps. He tapped on the door. When it opened, he sensed a woman standing before him.

“Pardon us, ma’am,” Preem began. “But we seek a beautiful young lady named Janu.”

“There’s no young lady of that name here, sir. However, an older lady with the same name resides here. What do you want from her?”

“Some water in exchange for news that would interest her very much.”

After a brief delay, Janu said, “Come in then.” Preem heard the anticipation in her voice.

Once inside, he scanned the house. The three of them were alone. The door clicked behind him. “How’s mum and dad?” he asked. The question had been burning a hole in his heart for years. She didn’t answer, wrapping her arms around him so he could hold his big sister.

“Pre! I thought it was you,” she whispered, her voice on the verge of cracking. “Ma told us you still lived, though I thought her mind was addled. They’re older now, slower, and always sad.”

Finally, sitting at the kitchen table, he introduced Ibun as his third student.

“Welcome,” she said. “You’re much taller than the first two students. It’s so sad what happened to them.”

“Only Roon died,” Preem said. “Brodia lives still. She is the mother of a five-year-old girl named Tresela. Your niece. I would introduce you, but they’re both far from here.”

”You’re a father? I never thought I’d see the day, brother. How does she look? Does she favor her mother or her father?”

“I cannot say since I’ve never seen her. But her spirit is a joy to behold.”

“If I may, ma’am,” Ibun began. “Tresela’s hair is the blackest black like her parents, while she seems short for her age. But her features remind me most of Jastur.”

“Jastur? Who is this Jastur? Aren’t you the father?”

“That’s my name now, sis. I cannot travel under my real name.” Preem paused before asking about his nephew, little Sarn.

“The boy’s a pest. Every day he reminds me more of my little brother. He hates school. Each day I worry about what trouble he’ll find on his way home. His smaller brother, little Preem, is the opposite. You’ll adore the boy who took your name. It has become a family tradition to name the boys after grand wizards.”

“You should send little Sarn to Thoum to learn nanuj. It worked for me because it gave me a different path to follow.”

Preem felt Janu’s hand clasp his arm. “Thoum’s dead. Killed by Harpinian troops two years ago. The bastards installed an elder loyal to the first kingdom.” Preem shook his head, sorry that his early inspiration was gone, murdered by his hated enemy. Janu broke him out of his morbid thoughts by asking, “Are you really blind? Ma said you were only acting when she saw you. But you still cover your eyes.” Preem limited his response to a brief nod. “The elder announced Harpin seeks all blind men. That if we saw anyone who was blind, we should tell them,” Janu said. “Are you the blind man they seek, brother?”

“I shouldn’t have come,” Preem said, “I’m putting you all in danger.”

“Sheep droppings,” Janu said. “We’ll never bend a knee to Harpin; neither me nor most of our fellow villagers. But it does mean you should not walk about the village. Did many people see you?”

“Fewer than ten,” Ibun said. “None seemed to pay much attention to us. This may be Zenii’s old village, but I don’t believe people recognized him.”

“I recognized the manner of his walk, though he limps a little,” she responded. “I hope none of the villagers who saw you include those willing to bend a knee to our oppressors.” Janu paused as if remembering the past. “This village isn’t safe now. When we returned, others came too. Strangers with Harpin accents.”

“We should walk at nighttime,” Preem said. “I want to see Ma before I leave. But I won’t put anyone in danger.”

“When the boys get home, I’ll send one to fetch Ma and Pa. It will overjoy them to see you,” Janu said. “And tomorrow, we’ll make your shellfish stew.”
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The next day, Janu allowed little Sarn to play truancy from school so he could join his uncle on the beach collecting shellfish. Sarn’s company pleased Preem as they splashed through the edge of the waves with Ibun. Little Sarn indicated his favorite spot for digging up the mollusks.

Ibun was usually reticent, but he surprised Preem when he offered to help. When Preem agreed, Ibun said, “You should move ten paces away.”

Sensing Ibun wanted to show him something, Preem let Sarn escort him up the beach to the cliff’s base. With a momentary flash of power, Ibun sent a d’sur fist into the sand under his feet. “What’s happening?” Preem asked his nephew, who gripped his hand harder.

“Uncle Ibun is shaking the clams from the sand.”

A second later, little Sarn released his hand, yelling as he went to pick up the exposed shellfish.

“Indeed,” Preem said as Ibun joined him by the cliff. “That is an interesting technique.” After years of silence, Ibun had matured into a real wizard.
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fifty-three
The Barrens


Brodia stood in the pine tree’s shade. Ahead lay a stream followed by an unrelenting field of scree leading to the bottom of the mountain with the cleft top. The bubbling brook brought memories of a stupid farmgirl who thought she could play games with her Zenii. It had left her sitting in this same freezing flow seven years ago. Though only two years before Tresela’s birth, it seemed a lifetime ago.

On her right, Kaan held Tresela’s hand after helping her climb down the steep side of the last ridge. On her left, Azaly stared at the dreaded Barrens of the Western Mountains. Brodia sensed her trepidation mixed with anticipation, but for Tresela, this was her home.

“We cross this stream before climbing around that mountain,” Brodia told Azaly. Of course, Kaan suggested they turn back. The fellow was a problem. She regretted not killing him painlessly three days ago when the opportunity was there. Instead, she allowed Azaly to convince her to give him a chance, and the fool repaid her mercy by being a pest each of those three days.

Brodia shook her head at Kaan, saying, “No, we’ll cross the Barrens. You don’t have to follow us, but our destination lies in the mountains.”

“I’ll stay with Azaly, keep her safe,” he responded.

“What makes you think I want your protection?” Azaly asked.

“Or that she needs it,” Brodia added. She pulled out her sword. After several slashes in the air, she held its tip at Kaan’s throat. She relaxed her hand so the point didn’t waiver from his Adam’s apple. “Have you forgotten about the five soldiers?”

“I know what you are.” He stepped back. Tresela let go of his hand to run to Azaly for safety. Brodia watched him, wondering if this was the time to end it. “You’re a witch,” he said. “You’ve given Azaly a potion to hate me. But I’ll stay to protect her from your evil ways.”

She wanted to laugh at the fool. “Suit yourself, but these mountains are cold at night, and you’re wearing summer clothes,” she said. “If you cross this stream, neither you nor your body will ever come back.”

“See, Azaly. She plans to murder me,” Kaan said. But the lovesick idiot didn’t turn to leave.

“Maybe,” Brodia replied. “But I think Arrox will eat you. They like their meat fresh, so they don’t slay their food before eating it.”

Kaan still didn’t move to leave, so she began walking downstream along the bank, searching for a place to cross.

She reached out to Tresela, who skipped ahead of her. Where did you cross with Papa?

It was a tree. Tresela pointed ahead. It is near.

Half a league later, she found what her daughter promised. A small tree lay across the stream. It hadn’t fallen naturally because axes cut its base. With some magical help, Brodia sent Azaly first, then Tresela. Alone with Kaan, she gave him one last chance to turn back, whispering that he was mistaken. Not only wasn’t she a witch, but Azaly didn’t love him either. It made no difference, so she crossed the narrow trunk, using a gripping fist to keep herself upright.

She hoped Kaan would give up. But the young man had perfect balance, making it across without help. Brodia set off up the slope of sharp stones that threatened to slide at each step.

That night, she camped on the other side of the peak. Tresela slept with her, wrapped in her warm mountain coat. Azaly let Kaan sleep with his back to her, wrapped in her coat for warmth.

The following morning, Kaan was complaining about the cold once again.

“It’ll get colder, so return while you can find the way,” Brodia advised.

“What about you?” he asked Azaly.

“I think you should go back too. It’s freezing here. And the air is weak.”

“I mean, will you return with me?”

“No. I’m staying with Tipini,” Azaly said. When Kaan asked her why she was staying, she snapped, “Because I want to.”

“I like when Kaan carries me on his shoulder,” Tresela said, settling the debate.

Brodia pointed toward the gap they would have to pass through to reach the gorge that split the Barrens in half. She signaled for Azaly to lead the group. As they began, Tresela tugged Kaan’s arm for him to carry her. Once he was walking with Tresela perched on his shoulder, Brodia reached through the d’dec to talk to her daughter.

Do not help him stay with us, honey.

Why not Mama? I like him.

It is too cold for him, and we go where he cannot.

Alright, Mama.

Azaly turned to glance back. The magic was no longer a discomfort for her. Brodia continued judging her progress. The journey had hardened Azaly, so now she was ready to recognize the waves. What Brodia didn’t need was a sentimental fool tagging along.

As they walked, she gave Kaan another warning. “The air on the High Pass is hard to breathe. We bought the right clothes in Castin, but your clothes are too thin.” He ignored her.

Later that morning, Brodia reached the gorge. She studied it in both directions, hoping to see the crossing point. Do you remember where you crossed with Papa? She asked Tresela through the d’dec. Tresela pointed to the right.

As Brodia walked upstream along the top, she felt Tresela reach into her own d’dec to scan along the gorge. How do you know to do that? Brodia asked.

Papa showed me.

Do you see the flat rocks?

Yes, Mama. Soon.

Around the next bend in the gorge, Brodia spotted the three flat crossing rocks. After leading them into the gorge, she told Azaly to jump first. Then she watched Tresela leap across, keeping a gripping fist ready in case she slipped. Once Tresela was on the other side, she called to Kaan, yelling so he could hear her above the din of the rushing waters. “This gorge is your last chance to turn back. This is no place for you.”

Without responding, he stepped back before running to jump over to the first stone. Then she took her turn.

For the next two nights, Brodia changed the sleeping arrangements. Kaan slept with her. She wrapped him in her coat, using a shield to keep the wind off. Tresela slept with Azaly. As the air got colder, Kaan stopped complaining. Azaly shellfished herself too. Only Tresela remained energetic, though her frequent requests to ride on Kaan’s shoulders met indifferent grunts.

The second evening after the gorge was their last in the Barrens as the High Pass loomed over their camp. The eagle screeches disturbed Kaan, making sleep a challenge for them both. Tomorrow would be her big day. Was Azaly ready? When it was Roon’s turn to see the waves, Preem was the grand wizard, so she felt little pressure. But now her novice was on the cusp of becoming an apprentice. Brodia’s gut warned that Kaan could make things difficult, forcing her to kill him.
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fifty-four
Betrothal


Queen Foliana sat in the antechamber before her throne room. Crown Prince Katan hadn’t returned from Harpin City, which avoided any confrontation as she mourned Lady Janu’s passing. It took most of the past fortnight to accept that Lady Janu was gone.

Her mind sifted through the five ladies Sir Riman had suggested as Janu’s replacements. All worthy women, but she only knew two of them by reputation. Riman had thought it best not to select someone from the court. So now she met with them daily for drinks or walks in the garden. The process mentally exhausted her. How did one pick a friend on purpose? It should be a spontaneous happening, not something planned. As a result, she resented these five noblewomen’s presence.

Today, the candidates stood by the tapestry depicting the famous royal council from two centuries ago. Sir Riman waited with them. None would say a word unless she asked a question. She’d hated this royal protocol for years but now accepted it as tradition. On the ornate table with the chamber clock, someone had propped a miniature portrait of the previous lady-in-waiting with a small black cloth draped over its back. It reminded them all what service to Queen Foliana could entail.

As she sat, glancing at the chamber clock or Lady Janu’s portrait, a servant in the green livery of a messenger entered with a note on a silver plate. He bowed, extending the small platter. The notice was terse and horrifying. As she lifted her hand to her mouth, Sir Riman was by her side in a second. She handed him the message as she leaned back to steady her nerves.

“May I go to check on this, your grace?”

“Please do.” She did her utmost to sound calm but failed.

As he left, Riman signaled the ladies to come to her. “Prince Ricard is missing from the nursery,” Foliana explained. They mumbled something about it working out alright.

She steeled herself for the Royal Court. Until they knew the truth, she would act as if nothing had happened. For the thousandth time, she wished she were an ordinary mother. But as Sir Riman pointed out, the Gods had chosen her because of her strong will. So, she would survive. “How long?” she asked the group.

“Two minutes, your grace.”

“Whose turn is it?” she asked, grateful that her speech was back under control.

One lady, she didn’t see who, responded, “Whomever you wish, ma’am.”

“We asked a question,” she said curtly. “Whose turn is it to accompany us?”

“Ma’am, it is my turn.” Foliana followed the firm voice to find Lady Turie, who was as tall as Riman. But shorter than Haam, if she remembered correctly. She liked Turie’s sense of purpose. Before coming to Court, she had plans for her life.

“Come, Lady Turie, attend to us.” Foliana stepped to the closed door with Lady Turie behind her. The double doors opened as the musicians began the royal march. Queen Foliana stepped through the entrance to pass along the receiving line. She would endure until more news came. With Amira’s grace, she would soon see Sir Riman carrying Ricard at the back of the court.

The usual nobles were in the receiving line, but her heart wasn’t there, so she walked along the line while making no comments. Near the end, she passed Jongiloc’s ambassador, whom she had only seen a few times at court. Chamberlain Ylip had told her the fifth kingdom would present an invitation today. Typically, she was curious about any requests, but not now. After the chamberlain opened the Royal Court, she asked if anyone had a petition.

With an elegant bow, the ambassador stepped forward to say, “If it pleases, Your Majesty. I have a letter from King Cullan.”

Queen Foliana took a deep breath before executing her royal duties while the mystery around her son’s disappearance played out elsewhere. She signaled for Lady Turie to take the letter. “What does our cousin want with us, Lord Ambassador?”

“He proposes a betrothal, Your Highness. Between Princess Larillia and Prince Ricard.”

Shocked at the mention of her son, Foliana’s breath caught in her mouth as she strangled out, “Ricard!” A hum passed around the court at her reaction. “Did you say Prince Ricard?” she asked, trying to bring herself under control.

“Forgive us, ma’am. We intended no disrespect,” the ambassador stumbled out. “I meant the Crown Prince Ricard.”

Was this a coincidence? Was Jongiloc involved in the disappearance? She slapped her sore left thigh, using the pain to regain her equilibrium. “It is we who should apologize, Ambassador,” she said. Although she wanted to scream, ‘Where’s my son,’  she only added, “We feel our prince is young yet. But we will discuss this with Crown Prince Katan.”

“Of course, ma’am.” The ambassador stepped back.

The proceedings dragged for another hand. Though polite, her attention kept swinging to the back of the court, hoping to see Riman enter with Ricard. Her mind raced through the possibilities for who was behind Ricard’s disappearance. The most likely choice was Prince Katan, her son’s father. Then, there was the strange coincidence of Jongiloc’s petition today. Were they goading her into some rash action? King Cullan usurped his older brother’s throne two years ago. Her spies assured her that the young king was Harpin’s puppet. The man was her age but a monster toward his people.

Finally, Riman stepped in through the Abbey entrance. Alone. He shook his head before cutting his hand across his chest.

The court was humming with tales from the western provinces. Stories about soldiers searching for rebels. When Foliana stood, silence fell like a rain-soaked blanket. “My lords. We ask your indulgence as a matter of importance has arisen which we must attend to.”

The chamberlain stepped forward to bang his long wooden staff. “The Royal Court is adjourned,” he intoned.

It took forever for the dignitaries to bow before leaving through the abbey. At last, she was alone with Chamberlain Ylip, Sir Riman, and Lady Turie.

“Your grace, may I suggest we retire to your study,” Sir Riman said.

“You may. Lady Turie, you may continue to attend to us.” She walked to the stained glass doors that led to the Royal Gardens with her gentleman-in-waiting and her new choice for lady-in-waiting. The Queen’s Guard opened the door before following her as she continued around the gravel path to the West Tower. Her Rock clearly didn’t want any ministers to hear his news. But her heart fluttered as she dreaded hearing whatever Sir Riman had to say. Without her son, she had no purpose in fighting for her realm.
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A hand later, she walked along the corridor to the privy council room with Sir Riman striding along a step behind. Three of her guards marched behind Riman, who hand-selected them for this meeting. Riman had sent a message to the chamberlain to assemble four ministers in the privy council chamber. She felt helpless to protect her innocent son. But no matter what, the guilty would pay with their lives.

The door’s guard stepped back after giving a well-practiced salute. She swept into the room. Two ministers stood on each side of the long, dark wood table. She sat on the ornate chair before the ministers took their seats. Sir Riman remained at her side.

“My lords, we have asked our most loyal ministers to join us for this meeting,” she said, glancing at each minister present. “By now, you have heard of Prince Ricard’s disappearance. A thorough search of the Palace has not revealed where he went. My lords, what is being done to find our son or his kidnappers?”

Chancellor Wullun told the council that the city guards were searching every person leaving the city. Chamberlain Ylip said that all the palace servants were being interviewed. Defense Minister Rigas indicated several platoons of soldiers were searching every house in the city. Chief Justice Stonuk promised that his questioners were ready to interrogate any suspects in the West Tower’s dungeons.

“We also believe the nurse is involved since she is missing, your grace,” Wullun added.

“If she is, we will severely punish her,” Minister Rigas assured her.

“And what punishment would you recommend?” she asked the defense minister.

“Tortured until they tell us all that they know, ma’am. Then burned to death.”

The minister of defense was one of King Tarik’s appointments, so she asked, “And if they are from Harpin. Would you not show them mercy, my lord?”

“Prince Ricard is a Harpin prince too, ma’am. Both kingdoms love him.”

“Thank you for your support, my lord.” Minister Rigas inclined his head. “We have conducted our own searches. So, we call on Sir Riman to tell us what he has learned.” She glanced at Sir Riman, who rested his knuckles on the table.

“Your grace,” Riman began. “I inspected each of the tunnel entrances from the Palace. I found the nurse’s body on the tunnel side of the kitchen gate. The kidnappers took the prince through the caverns, so I searched them. I found this button near that iron tunnel door.” He dropped a small gold-colored button on the table. “It’s from Prince Ricard’s jacket.” Sir Riman pushed the button to Chancellor Willun, who studied it, agreeing that the fastener came from Prince Ricard’s coat. The button passed around the ministers, who all agreed with Sir Riman’s assessment. Foliana watched each minister’s reaction. They had a stony expression, though she surmised some had an expectant look.

“I followed the tunnel in the direction where this button lay. After thirty paces, I found this.” Another gold-colored button tinkled as it fell on the table. “I can only imagine the dread in the boy’s chest. Yet he was brave enough to leave us a trail.”

“Where did this trail lead to, Sir Riman?” the Chancellor asked.

Sir Riman didn’t answer at first, giving Foliana time to watch the ministers. Now, one looked uneasy, which was the subtle confirmation she needed. Sir Riman answered Lord Wullun’s question, “To the entrance door for the Defense Minister’s house.”

Minister Rigas jumped up. “Nonsense. The trail passed my door, nothing more. You will rue the day you falsely accuse me, sir.”

“I searched beyond the Baron’s door but found nothing. I opened the door to your house, my lord, where I discovered this on the ramp leading up to your basement.” Another golden button bounced on the table.

“My lord,” Queen Foliana said with venom. “You are under arrest.” Sir Riman tapped on the door. Three guardsmen waiting outside came in to pull the protesting Lord Rigas away.

She waited for the room to quieten before saying, “Chancellor Wullun, you will lead a group of soldiers to search the Defense Minister’s house and seize everyone there. Sir Riman will accompany you. You are both dismissed to carry out this pursuit immediately.”

She sat passively as Sir Riman followed Lord Wullun out of the chamber. Then she gave one last instruction, “My Lord Ylip. You may provide us the names of three noblemen worthy of being the Defense Minister.” She walked out of the room. Her stomach remained in knots over her son, but she had done what she could for now. The rest was in the skilled hands of the Chief Justice’s torturers.
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fifty-five
Kidnapped


Prince Ricard was scared. He had felt brave enough to leave a trail by pulling off his jacket’s buttons. But his last button was dropped at the bottom of the ramp into this house. Now, these bad-smelling men were taking off his clothes. He kicked one in the leg, fighting back like Father taught him, but the man slapped him to the floor. So now he let them dress him in nasty peasant rags.

The day started well when his governess took him to visit the Palace kitchens. They always had one of his guards with him, but not today, which meant more playtime. While playing with his toy soldiers, these men grabbed him from the cellar. He remembered they carried him into a dark place and then down steep spiral stairs, like the ones near the dungeons in the West Tower. His nanny told him it was part of a game, so he stayed quiet.

At the bottom, two men pushed their swords through his governess as she screamed. Then he knew it wasn’t playtime, so he used his buttons to make a trail, pulling off each one to drop on the floor. The smelly men never noticed. Ricard hoped others would find them.

The peasant’s clothes smelled terrible, making his skin itch. But he wouldn’t risk getting slapped again. They made him walk back down the ramp, hurrying as they looked around. The torchlight created frightful shadows, but a man pushed him if he slowed. Afraid of falling off the ramp, Ricard kept up so they didn’t have to force him. At the bottom, they ducked through a door into the rounded tunnels. Ricard remembered adventure stories about them, but they didn’t look so nice in real life.

As they walked along the tunnels, he spied one button he dropped. It gave him hope that Sir Riman would find him.

Soon after seeing the button, Ricard felt the air change. The tunnel was damp as the air clung to his skin. Then the tunnel sloped uphill. They turned into a gap, and someone pushed him to follow. A new sense of dread clung to him like the damp air. Ricard had to climb steep stone steps on his hands and knees until they got sore.

At the top, they pushed up a roof door, letting in fresh air with sunlight. After someone lifted him out, Ricard realized he was on a narrow rocky ledge. One side had the gray city wall, but the other only had distant farmer’s fields.

Ricard peeked over the edge to the broad river that moved far below. He often saw it from the gardens, but this view made him dizzy. He wondered if he should jump off like in those stories about the wizards.

Someone knocked Ricard’s shoulder, pretending to force him forward. The boy pushed back. “We cans throws ya off if’n ya wants, lad?” the man whispered.

“Don’t dawdle, Truug,” another said. “We must get away afore anyone spies us.”

The leader took them to the corner of the city wall before climbing down. The hill was steep but walkable here. Two walked in front, two behind. The slope was rocky, with long grass growing between them. Ricard lost his footing several times, slipping onto his back. He gazed at the top of the city ramparts each time, hoping to spot someone. But the parapet was deserted. No one cared about a prince.

Finally, they reached the bottom, where the men led him to the river. They walked along the river’s edge, weaving around trees that dipped their branches into the water. Ricard kept glancing at the river with its current returning to the city. On an impulse, he jumped in.

He’d never been in cold water which was too deep to stand in. Flailing his arms, he tried to move further away. If only he could walk on water like Wizard Preem in his Mama’s stories. He tired but didn’t look back when the mean men yelled at him.

Then, two firm hands grabbed him, pulling him from the water. They threw him onto the river’s bank, where his face smacked into the dirt. He went to push himself up, but something pushed him deeper into the mud. He wanted to scream but couldn’t breathe. Panicked, he wriggled to get free.

“Enough, Truug.” Someone lifted him onto his feet.

Ricard gasped in some air. Facing him was the one who wanted to toss him off the cliff. This man pointed his sword at Ricard’s chest.

“Ya runt,” Truug said, snarling at Ricard. “Ya mades me gets wet.” Without warning, Truug jabbed his sword tip into Ricard’s left shoulder. Ricard screamed at the pain, but the man behind him covered his mouth. Truug leaned forward. “Ya ain’t no prince now, runt. Just a sides of beef that I’s can roast fa dinner if’n ya tries that again.”

Ricard sobbed as the mean men forced him along the river’s edge; one man blocked him from the river. His shoulder hurt as he shivered from the cold water. He knew nothing else except they forced him to walk. If he tried to glance back, a hand pushed him hard to keep moving. At last, they stopped, where four horses stood by a tree.

The mean men sounded happy. One of them mounted before lifting Ricard to sit behind him. Soon they were walking on horseback, which was easier for Ricard, but he was colder. When they stopped, it surprised him to see that it was dusk. They tied the horses before giving him a little food. When he gazed toward the city, he found nothing in the gloom. He was all alone as his body quivered in the cold. Finally, he fell asleep.

In the morning, he woke to more shivering. He was frozen in his clothes, which were still damp. His shoulder ached worse than yesterday. When the mean men mounted, he couldn’t use his left arm, so he held on with his right only. Today, he was behind the one called Truug.

“Make no difference ta me if we’s takes ya back ta Harpin across the saddle or on it, runt,” Truug said when Ricard almost fell off.

They rode through farmlands as Ricard struggled to know where he was.
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fifty-six
An Old Grievance


With her son still missing after two days, Foliana spent a hand each day sitting on the Queen’s Bench in the Royal Gardens. Nearby, Sir Riman stood beside her with Lady Turie. On the seat’s other side stood a Queen’s Guard. After some purging, each member of the Queen’s Guard was an Otanic soldier proven loyal to her.

The last days were a whirl for Foliana as her psyche grappled with Ricard’s disappearance; her daily duties passed in a fog of short answers to questions of state. She couldn’t recall any details about one piece of Otanic news she had received since yesterday. Meanwhile, Baron Rigas resisted telling them where Prince Ricard was or why he held Lady Janu in his basement. Her body was still there, which had been a grave mistake on his part. Her funeral was tomorrow, providing Foliana the chance to give Janu a proper burial, which was the sole decent outcome from the last days’ events.

The only interesting fact Sir Riman discovered from the baron was Harpin’s plan to impose martial law on Otanic; a chilling revelation requiring them to hide the nascent rebellion even deeper. Although Sir Riman believed it would help with recruiting new rebels.

A royal messenger carried a small silver tray across the lawn from the palace doors. Foliana waved Lady Turie to take the missive. There was a slip of paper under the heavy parchment letter.

After reading the note, Lady Turie said, “The chamberlain says this message came from the brown-sash apprentice, Sosin.” The lady-in-waiting examined its seal. “It’s from Crown Prince Katan, ma’am.”

“In his hand?” Foliana asked. A new concern rose in her belly. Her husband was one of the potential kidnappers. Was he about to confess to his crimes?

Unfamiliar with Prince Katan’s handwriting, Turie showed it to Sir Riman, who confirmed the prince’s flowing style.

Foliana took the letter to snap the black seal in half. Her eyes rushed over the top fluff to reach the heart of his message. For once, Katan reached his point quickly.

Crown Prince Katan, to the mother of my sons, Queen Foliana of the fourth kingdom, do send this message:

I make all haste to reach you, to comfort you, and to discover who has dared to steal my son.

I swear that whoever it may be, they will feel the full wrath of Harpin’s true Crown Prince. Meanwhile, I ask only that you take personal charge of the welfare of our youngest son until I arrive in two days.


After reading it twice, she cursed under her breath. The man claimed his innocence, but she didn’t believe him. If he came, she could judge his guilt herself. But the fool could also muddle everything or discover things she wanted kept secret. She waved the note at Sir Riman to read.

“If this letter came from Sosin, then Count Quon is involved too,” he said after reading it. “I expect the count is flying the prince to Kefnu. I wouldn’t trust that he doesn’t appear out of the sky today, ma’am.”

“Then we are done with Baron Rigas,” she said. Standing, she added, “We will visit the erstwhile Minister of Defense, Sir Riman.”

“As your grace wishes.”

Her entourage followed as she sashayed toward the West Tower. She wasn’t certain what she planned, but it would involve some pain for the ex-minister. Sir Riman opened the tower’s door for her. Behind, Lady Turie accompanied the guard. The tight spiral staircase was just ahead.

One floor down, she found three jailers sitting in the dungeons at a table. The poor men sprang up so fast she feared they would pull a muscle.

“Unlock the traitor’s cell as we wish to talk to him.”

A jailor unbuckled a key ring attached to his belt. “Your Majesty,” he squeaked, stepping to the first cell to unlock it.

When she stared into the cage, she saw the naked Baron Rigas with his arms tied to two rings set high in the wall. His jailers had chained his ankles. The flabby, pale-skinned nobleman looked pathetic.

“You may wait by the tower’s door,” she ordered the three jailers. Once they were gone, she looked at the Queen’s Guard, saying, “Your sword.”

The man vacillated for half a second before pulling his rapier. Holding his blade like a newborn child, he offered the handle to her with a bow. “Your Majesty.”

She gripped the hilt, waiting for the guard to release the sword so she didn’t accidentally cut him.

“Your grace,” Sir Riman asked, “may I enquire what your intentions are?”

“We don’t know.” With that, she stepped into the cell to approach Rigas, whose eyes remained locked on her sword. “Baron Rigas, where is our son?” she asked, steadying her voice. He shook his head. With a gentle motion, she ran the sword’s blade across the outside of his left thigh, letting the sharp edge bite into his skin.

The wretch screamed pitifully.

She didn’t glance back because she didn’t care what her attendants behind her thought. In that second, she knew she could kill this worthless man moaning before her. “We know from experience that that is painful, my lord. So, let us ask you a simpler query. What did you learn from your interrogation of my lady-in-waiting?”

“I’ll not tell you,” Regas said between clenched teeth.

“You’ll never live to see the sun again.” She emphasized her point by jabbing him in his shoulder with the sword’s tip. “The one question is how you will die, slow or fast.” Foliana stabbed him in the other shoulder.

“She said you’re with the separatists,” Rigas gasped, twisting in the manacles holding his wrists. “Sir Riman, too. She said you both attended meetings.”

“What did she tell you about the time we became Queen?”

The puzzled look revealed a lot. “She said you joined the rebels a month ago,” he said. Foliana asked him how Lady Janu died. The prisoner shook his head. “They found her dead on her cot.”

She watched the two blood trails meander from his shoulder wounds as they followed the contours of his white body. She needed quick answers. “What about Prince Ricard?” When he shook his head, her sword’s tip cut across his right thigh. She flipped the sword to shake the blood onto his face. The baron moaned. “Our next cuts will be inside your thigh. And we will not care how high we go.” She slapped the sword’s flat blade upward against his ball sack to emphasize her point.

“Ma’am,” he said, his voice a plea for mercy.

“We are a mother first, my lord. So, we will do anything to know where our son is.” She pointed the sword tip at the inside of his right thigh. “Will you tell us, or will we thrust again?”

“Ma’am,” he pleaded. So, she thrust again, letting his wail drag out as her slow sword point cut across his thigh’s inside. His blood ran along her rapier’s blade. She didn’t care.

“A little higher next time, we think.”

“He’s being taken north to Harpin,” Baron Rigas moaned. “Ricard’s safe, ma’am.” She asked when they took him from the city and who ordered it. “On my orders, they took him from the city the moment they snatched him.”

Two days ago, which meant Ricard could be over twenty leagues away, well on the way to Harpin. The biggest question remained. “We do not believe that you were the instigator, my lord. We will ask one more time. Who ordered our pathetic, weak-minded Minister of Defense to kidnap our son?”

“I cannot, ma’am.”

“Was it King Tarik? Or my husband?” Rigas shook his head. Foliana cut him again, higher on the inside of his thigh. “Was it a Harpin minister?” The baron moaned as he nodded yes. “Who?” she demanded.

“I cannot. They’ll execute my family.”

Foliana held the sword tip next to Rigas’ exposed armpit. But she saw in his eyes a deep resolve to hide the truth. She returned the rapier to her guardsman as she left the cell.

“Kill me!” the prisoner appealed.

“We will return, my lord,” she called back. “You have time to recover as you remember our resolve to get better answers.”

Up the steps, she climbed. To the three jailers waiting by the tower’s door, she only said, “Bind his wounds. No one is to visit him without our passport.” The chief jailer bowed as she left the tower with her retinue following her.

Outside, she stopped to face Sir Riman. “Send trusted soldiers hard for the Harpin border to inspect all who cross into the first kingdom.”

“As you command, your grace.”

“And Sir Riman,” she added, flicking her fingers to bring him closer. He bowed as she whispered, “Execute the Defense Minister’s household.”
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Queen Foliana sat with Lady Turie in her West Tower study that evening. The fire warmed the room, but Foliana felt chills thinking about Ricard out there, scared, confused, and surrounded by strangers. Hearing that Baron Rigas knew about her rebel involvement was less chilling but also a concern. She had to ensure this information didn’t leave the dungeons. A tap on the door pulled her out of her reverie. Lady Turie answered to let Sir Riman step in.

“Your grace, Crown Prince Katan has arrived at the Palace,” he said. “The Count of Broditch brought him as the sun was setting. The chamberlain has escorted his highness to his quarters, where he remains with a guard at the door.” Riman paused before adding. “I beg your grace’s pardon, but I have left instructions he is not under arrest. However, they will inform me if he moves from his room.”

“A wise compromise, Sir Riman,” Foliana said. The situation was dangerous for them all. She thought momentarily; Baron Rigas was a problem as long as he lived. “We must visit the dungeons to finish what we started this morning.”

“Let me go alone, ma’am, as you shouldn’t dirty your hands this way.”

“Nonsense, we are the first queen in this kingdom’s history. Our people should know that their monarch is strong. We must constantly do more than men to prove our worth,” Foliana said, explaining to Riman a simple fact all women knew.

“You already have proved your strength, ma’am. Few doubt your resolve.”

“We would prefer that none doubt our resolve.”

“Of course, ma’am. I just meant –”

“Come, Sir Riman, let us do what we must do before the Crown Prince hears of the baron’s involvement. Lady Turie, stay here in case our husband comes seeking us.”

She forced herself to walk gracefully, passing down the stairs with the guard leading the way. In the dungeons, she dismissed the two jailers after taking their keys. In his cell, a pallid Baron Rigas hung from his manacles, watching as the group entered. Someone had wrapped both his thighs in bandages.

“Have you come to kill me?” Rigas asked, his weak voice raspy.

“Who ordered Prince Ricard’s kidnapping?” she asked. “Where is our son being sent?”

The baron glared at her but did not answer. As she turned to ask for the guard’s sword, she heard footsteps on the stone steps. Foliana waited. Crown Prince Katan appeared at the cell door, wearing riding clothes with a sword buckled to his belt. Behind him, looking out of place, was the brown-sash apprentice, Sosin.

“Your Majesty,” he stated with a dip of his head. Sir Riman stepped back with the guard to give them space as Katan entered the cell. Sosin stayed outside.

“Prince Katan. How happy we are to see you,” Queen Foliana lied smoothly.

Katan stared at Rigas, who now allowed his full weight to hang from the shackles as if portraying himself as the victim. “Is this who stole our son?”

Foliana feared the baron would call on Harpinian loyalty to win a reprieve. “Yes,” she said. “He also kidnapped Lady Janu before murdering her. He has been working against us since the day he arrived.”

The Prince drew his sword, pushing its point against the baron’s chest to force him upright. “Who ordered my son’s kidnapping?”

Rigas bowed his head, saying, “Your Highness. Your wife is a rebel. Talk to my servants at –”

Foliana was prepared to interrupt when Katan’s sword flashed down the side of the baron’s face, slicing off his right ear. As Rigas screamed, she realized the stories about Katan were true. He was an accomplished swordsman. That strike was no accident.

“Who?” Katan yelled. “Was it my father?”

“You may torture me, your grace. But this man will kill my family, and no one can protect them.”

“You’ll burn for this, my lord.”

Foliana touched Katan’s arm. “Your grace, let us retire to discuss what steps we have already begun.”

Katan glanced at her and nodded. Outside the cell, they stood by the jailer’s table. The other three remained in a group out of hearing range beside the cell. “We sent patrols to ride hard for the border. They are to search anyone trying to cross,” she said. “Lord Rigas told us this morning they took Prince Ricard away within minutes of kidnapping him.” Foliana watched her husband as he leaned on the table with both clenched fists. She had to know. “Was your father involved in this? Who else could threaten the baron’s family this way?”

“The barons of Riverend have been a problem for my family for centuries,” Katan said, speaking in quick sentences as he regained control of his anger. “This goes against the king, I am certain. He appointed the baron to your council because his grace would never allow him to serve on Harpin’s council.”

“But why our son?” Foliana asked.

“It does not involve you personally, ma’am. He seeks the boy who will rule both kingdoms by blood-right,” Katan said. His face remained grim, but his temper was under control. “I shall return to Harpin City. King Tarik has been waiting for a reason to attack the Baron. This may be it.”

“What about Ricard, our son.”

“I will send a regiment to cover the roads outside the Baron’s estates. If our son’s kidnappers should avoid the Otanic patrols, the Harpin soldiers will find them.”

“Good, my husband,” she said, adopting a more personal approach. “What about Baron Rigas?”

“You may burn him.”

“Come then, let us feed you before you return to your father.” As she let the Crown Prince lead her up the spiral staircase, she turned to run her finger across her throat before pointing back toward the cell. Sir Riman nodded as he held the guardsman back. As she continued up the stairs, she allowed her rebel spirit to settle deep within her heart. Silently, she swore eternal pain to any Harpinian who crossed her, including Katan.
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fifty-seven
Knowledge is Power


As it drizzled, Quon landed his passenger on the palace lawn, where Apprentice Sosin waited to help the prince. Quon was pleased with getting Katan here the day before Katan’s letter promised. He expected it would create some consternation for the queen.

Crown Prince Katan mumbled thanks as he walked away with Sosin, who maintained a rain shield over their heads. Quon didn’t care about Katan’s dismissive attitude as they were never friendly. In fact, Quon planned to arrive as the sun set so he could excuse himself to go to his residence on North Street.

He flew over the rooftops in the fading light, using the many chimneys as anchor points for his gripping fists. Whereas the prince wore the simple attire of a rider, Quon donned clothes that befit his station as a prominent Harpinian count.

Outside the Crossed Keys tavern, he sank to the street, adopting his fake walking by wrapping each leg in a tight cocoon to make the paralyzed flesh appear to walk stiff-legged. He passed a beggar boy squatting beside the stone steps, huddled from the rain. Quon dropped a crown in the beggar’s bowl. Ignoring the boy’s startled “Thank-ee, sirs” he entered the tavern’s bar, sitting at a corner table. The barkeeper hurried over.

“My lord, how may I serve you?” the man said nervously.

“A glass of your best Harpin red wine, if you please. And send a message next door to the count’s house that their lord has arrived.”

“Yes, my lord.” The barkeep bowed.

A moment later, a young girl, wearing a scarf against the rain, ran out the door as the barkeep brought a fine glass filled with red wine to the table. Quon tossed a silver Harpin crown on the table. He hadn’t found a better social oil than being generous with his almost unlimited riches. He sipped the wine, wrinkling his nose.

Two minutes passed in silence before the butler from his residence stepped in through the tavern doors. The agitated servant glanced around before seeing Quon. He hurried over to the table.

“My lord. I apologize for not greeting you on your arrival.” The poor man wrung his wet hands in fear. “The news must have been lost somewhere.”

“Fear not, Polod. I sent no word. You may accompany me to my house.”

“Yes, my lord.”

As he stiff-legged across the floor, the butler hustled ahead to open the doors. Outside, Quon stopped by the beggar boy. “If you desire more money, follow me.”

Inside his house, he directed the boy to the kitchens for food. Quon went to his library, where one of his wheeled chairs waited. Sitting, he relaxed his mind from his d’dec. Polod awaited instructions by the door. Quon asked for dinner and his apprentice Nilom.

Alone, Quon gathered his thoughts; this last month had been a scramble. He had several plans in action. Some were going well; some were struggling. His endeavors to find the Pink Assassin were stuck, while his efforts to stop the rebels had met early setbacks. But his plan to use Prince Ricard was working as he hoped. Now that the baron had separated the boy from the Palace’s protection, Quon could pick up the lad before using him to gain control of the three lower kingdoms. The little prince was everyone’s hope for uniting the two kingdoms in peace.

Today, Quon would begin the next part of his goal to rule the realms and control history by being the person to write it. As he ate dinner, he read a letter from General Beton. The old man was Harpin’s senior officer in Otanic with a well-earned reputation for brutality toward the fourth kingdom. The brute would be the perfect choice to replace the baron once Quon leaked out his involvement in the kidnapping.

After dinner, he summoned Nilom to join him in the library. Once the boy with the yellow sash entered, Quon asked him to relate everything he knew about Prince Ricard’s disappearance.

“I heard the Defense Minister did it, Zenii. However, we’ve received no word from the Palace to confirm this. Rumors say the baron is held in the West Tower, and the kidnappers are taking the young prince to Riverend. We also discovered that the queen sent troops to the border to find those abductors.”

Although Quon kept a straight face, the news was terrible. He had expected to keep the baron’s involvement secret until Prince Ricard reached Riverend. Now he couldn’t wait for the prince to reach that distant castle because he would never arrive. However, it left the mystery of where Prince Ricard’s kidnappers were.

“How are the people of Otanic reacting?” he asked, hoping the street hadn’t learned about the baron’s involvement.

“People blame Harpin and rioted when the news broke. Sosin and I have had things thrown at us, but we punished those individuals, so now no one bothers us.”

“We have to find the prince,” Quon told his student. “Tell Polod to fetch the boy from the kitchens. He’ll understand what you mean.”

After Nilom relayed his instructions, Quon took out five Harpin silver crowns for his yellow apprentice. “You’ll need these.”

A few minutes later, Polod sent the street urchin in. The boy was young, thirteen at most. He was dusty with a filthy face. But his eyes revealed an uncompromising, streetwise spirit. After learning the boy’s name was Lom, Quon asked him to tell all he knew about the young prince’s whereabouts.

The boy’s knowledge impressed Quon. Lom heard that Ricard was en route to an eastern Harpinian castle. But he added he overheard a visitor speculating that the boy was in the east forest after seeing four militiamen on horseback near the North Road. If true, Quon could wait for the kidnappers to appear in Jongiloc, east of those woods.

“Apprentice Nilom, give this young boy two silver crowns.” Once Nilom paid the boy, Quon asked his next question, “Did you find any stories about the Baron’s household?”

“Dead they’s be; executed in the house itself. Some boys ‘ave beens there to takes whats they can. But nots me m’lord.”

“I wouldn’t object if you had taken something,” Quon said. But the executions were annoying. He needed to learn what had happened when they took the prince. “Are you sure they murdered all of them?”

“Rumors abouts one named Karino, not beings there when they’s comes ta arrest ‘em all, m’lord. She be a maid at the Chamberlain’s Choice.”

“That’s worth another crown, young Lom.” Nilom placed the crown on the table. “Ask around the other street people. You recognize my apprentice here?” Lom glanced at Nilom and nodded. “Good, he will give you another crown for what news you bring. But don’t lie because I can kill as easily as I can pay. I wish to know where Prince Ricard is.”

“Aye, m’lord.” Lom took the crown from the table.

“A blind man was involved in the prince’s abduction, so seek any information on blind men. We must find and return Prince Ricard to the Palace.”

Once the beggar left, Quon asked Nilom where the Chamberlain’s Choice tavern was.

“It’s in the worst area of the city. Cutthroats and thieves frequent it.”

“Take me there. I’ll leave in ten minutes after I’ve changed. You said it’s a rough place, full of the city’s lowlife?”

“Yes, Zenii.”

Quon lifted himself from the chair. “Meet me in the drawing room.” He swept up to his dressing room. Today, he’d wear his plainest attire, so few would think he was a nobleman or the grand wizard.

Within minutes, he appeared in the drawing room, where Nilom waited. Quon warned Polod he should soon return. Then, he formed his lifting hand, directing Nilom to join him. The rain had stopped, leaving the cobbled streets glistening in Prepio’s moonlight.
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During the flight, Quon remembered his student had seen the girl they suspected was the Pink Assassin. So, he asked Nilom to describe the girl who reacted when he used magic near her.

“She was a dark-haired girl in her early teens, Zenii,” Nilom answered. “But I was never certain she was reacting to my magic as the soldiers were beating her.”

Quon watched Nilom’s face, trying to determine if he was telling the truth. But he decided that none of his academy students would risk lying to him as they appreciated the consequences. It disappointed him that Nilom’s picture didn’t match Criv’s description of the blond teenager in Narbend.

The flight to the dirtiest section of Kefnu, near Frankun Market, took less than five minutes. Quon instructed Nilom to wait outside the tavern. The count marched into the smoke-filled inn, full of damp criminals loitering at the bar or sitting at one of the six tables. The conversations stopped the instant he entered, as these people knew he didn’t belong.

Ignoring the glares, he stiff-legged his way to the bar before turning to look at the patrons. “Gentlemen, though I can kill you all, I’ll not harm anyone. I’m here to make you richer.” He paused as the men mumbled various profanities, but some asked how he would enrich them. “I’ll pay you for news about what happens in Kefnu.”

“Why’s we does that?” a man dressed in a dark-brown jerkin asked. He stood ahead of the others, so Quon guessed he was the de facto leader.

“Because you love money more than you hate the rich. And I pay well,” Quon said. He watched the vagrants shuffle on their feet to form a cordon blocking his way out. He would laugh at their stupidity if he weren’t here to win their allegiance. “Now, who will bring me a glass of wine?”

“We’s women fors that,” a man said, snapping his fingers. A young woman with long brown hair brought Quon a tankard.

“What’s your name, lass?” he asked the serving girl.

“Karino, my lord.” Her strong voice had a familiar accent.

“You’re Harpinian. This tavern is no place for you. Would you care to join my household staff?” he asked softly.

“I would, sir.”

“Then stay by me.” He placed his purse on the bar. Then, louder, he said, “I want to know everything that happens in this city. Will you work for me?”

“We’s could takes all ya monies, old man,” the same leader stated. He should make a worthwhile recruit, but Quon would sacrifice the moron instead.

“You can try. Who wants to risk their luck against this old fellow?” The others shuffled back. “It seems you’re alone.”

“I’s ain’t scared of ya none.”

“More the fool you then.” The man charged but dropped in a dead heap before completing his first step. “Who else?” Quon asked, ignoring the body lying in a widening red puddle. He’d ripped a large hole in the man’s chest, so there’d be plenty of blood. A good demonstration needed fresh, red blood.

After giving them another minute, Quon said, “Very well. My assistant will stop by each day. If there’s useful news, I’ll reward you. If my servant doesn’t return for any reason, I will kill each of you. You have guessed my name by now, so you also recognize the iron of my words.”

Quon walked out of the tavern, followed by Karino. Outside, he signaled Nilom to join him as he flew them back to his residence. He pampered to his success by flying fast enough to cover the distance in less than half a minute. It would also impress Karino that he wasn’t someone she should risk lying to.

In his library, he listened to Karino’s long story, full of information gleaned from Lady Janu. He learned that Queen Foliana was a member of the rebels. Furthermore, Karino told him the rumor was that the baron was under the orders of another nobleman who ordered Prince Ricard’s kidnapping. But she didn’t know the name of the real mastermind.

After the lengthy tale, Quon killed her painlessly. He couldn’t risk any hint at the true story of who wanted the prince kidnapped. He sat looking at Karino’s body, a small price to pay for keeping his mysteries. However, Queen Foliana’s secrets belonged to him, but how should he get the most from this information. He didn’t think he could blackmail the queen.

As he sat reflecting on Foliana, Polod gave him a letter from the crown prince. Prince Katan wanted to return to Harpin City tomorrow at first light. Quon told Polod to dump Karino’s body in the tunnels near the Defense Minister’s house.
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fifty-eight
Zenii


Brodia stared at the High Pass, waiting until the sun illuminated the top before leading the group up the slope with its massive boulders littering the bottom. Though Tresela begged for Kaan to carry her, Brodia told her ‘no’ as it was too dangerous. The air was thin, the cold biting and accidents came too easily. Brodia let Azaly take the lead with Kaan while she stayed back to keep her attention on her young child. When Tresela slowed, Brodia lifted her, knowing today would be a long day for her. Azaly glanced back at Brodia’s use of magic, but Brodia reminded her not to show any reaction.

It took two hands to reach the top, where the wind swirled, threatening to send them tumbling off the ridge. On the other side, the Green Valley spread out three thousand feet below. It felt more like home than her family’s farm in Widemouth. Beside her, Kaan gazed across the wide valley. The cold, thin air had silenced the young man at last.

However, Tresela found fresh energy when she looked into the valley with the river running down its middle to the sea beyond. The valley was still in its brief summer dry season, so no rain obscured the view. “Mama, can we go home?”

Not wanting to reveal too much to Kaan, Brodia engaged her d’dec to respond, Talk through the d’dec, honey. We cannot go back today.

I miss Home Cave. Can we go back? Please, Mama, please.

Brodia shook her head. We must live with others now.

But I never said goodbye. I want to say goodbye to my river and cave. I wish it were raining.

Brodia smiled at her daughter’s love of everything wet, but she had big plans for today. Another day, honey. I promise we can go to Home Cave soon.

Tresela seemed satisfied with the assurance of a future return, so she skipped around a large boulder on the ridge. Brodia turned her thoughts to today’s plans. She had thought about Kaan before deciding to let the Gods choose his fate. She would leave him by the lake while they climbed the four waterfalls to the Valley of Towers. If he was still there when they returned, she would take him with them.

Brodia must do desperate things and doubted it would be easier the second time. Pointing to the mountain on her right, she called over the whistling wind, “We must reach that peak; it will shelter us from the worst of this weather. Continue,” she said, waving to Azaly and Kaan.

She walked along the ridge while communicating with Tresela through the d’dec. Stay near me when we cross the mountain. Do not help me.

Why Mama?

I must do something unusual, honey. I need you to remain calm and not help me inside the d’dec.

Alright, Mama.

A hand later, they reached the mountain where they could shelter from the merciless wind. They walked along the gently declining, ten-foot-wide track as the slopes became steeper on each side of the path.

“This is madness,” Kaan called back. “You’ll get us all killed up here.”

“You shouldn’t have come then,” Brodia replied.

“Azaly needs my help to protect her from crazy witches.”

Brodia smiled to herself, thinking he didn’t know half of what was coming. She continued to hold Tresela’s hand as she trudged behind Azaly. When the mountainside was a vertical cliff face, she knew they had reached the Novice Cliff. She walked another ten paces before stepping to the edge.

“Look at this,” she instructed Azaly.

Azaly came back to join her. Brodia leaned out a little, pointing into the valley. Reluctantly, Azaly joined her at the edge. Leaning out, she looked down too. Brodia pushed her off.

Azaly’s screams faded as she fell.

“What the –” Kaan jumped at Brodia, who expected his move and stepped aside to let him stumble off the cliff to join his girlfriend on the rocks below.

Only they never reached those rocks three thousand feet below because Brodia snared them in different gripping fists. She glanced at Tresela, who smiled. The girl knew she’d caught them both.

“You did well, honey,” Bodia told her daughter. “Thank you for not helping me.”

She pulled Azaly back to the path, leaving Kaan by himself halfway down the cliff. As Azaly appeared, she screamed, “I can see them!”

“Fear is a wonderful distraction.”

“Do you do this to everyone?”

“This is called the Novice Cliff, where Preem first saw the waves.” She lowered Azaly onto the path. “Now, when we are alone, you will refer to me as Zenii. I’ll be your teacher for as long as we live.”

Brodia sat cross-legged on the path, resting her back on the cliff face behind her. She patted the rock beside her, and Azaly sat; Tresela sat in Azaly’s lap.

Brodia said, “A wizard can only have one lord, Azaly. Will it be me or Kaan?” Far below, she heard Kaan’s indignant howls.

“He’s a fool.”

“The next man might not be. There will be decent men that you may love. Nevertheless, you can have but one lord.”

“I understand ... Zenii.”

“Good. Then let us bid goodbye to Kaan.” Brodia raised the lifting hand that held Kaan. When he arrived, he had his knife in his hand. He floated above the sheer drop to the Green Valley; his eyes radiated hatred.

“You’re a wizard?” he said with a curse.

“You’ll need that knife in case you meet any Arrox,” Brodia said. Kaan slipped the knife into its scabbard on his belt before she added, “You can no longer travel with us. I’ll give you food before lowering you to the Green Valley. You should climb over the High Pass to leave the Barrens as quickly as possible.”

Kaan listened sullenly before asking, “What about Azaly?”

“You should do as Tipini says,” Azaly replied. “I’m staying here.”

Brodia floated a small cloth bag of dried meat strips to him. “There’s enough to last until you reach Narbend or Castin. May the Gods look over you, young man.”

“Wait!” he called out. But she lowered him down the cliff face. “You bitch!” His voice faded away. At the bottom, she released him.

“Come. We must get off this High Pass before the sun sets.”

“Yes, Zenii,” Azaly said.

Ahead lay challenges that made this narrow path seem like a summer walk across the village square. Brodia dreaded what these next several days could bring.
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fifty-nine
Escalation


After the crown prince’s urgent request to return home, Quon flew him to Harpin Palace. Two days later, Quon would finally get an audience with King Tarik. Quon worried about what the prince told his father. Did he know about Queen Foliana’s involvement with the spy ring? More importantly, had Baron Rigas revealed the kidnapping’s mastermind?

Before leaving his room, Quon moved his d’dec from his riding crop to his pocket. Never had he taken such surreptitious precautions. These were challenging times for his ambitions. Dressed in his casual riding attire, he waited outside the heavy wooden door to the king’s private chambers.

The chamberlain stepped out. “His Majesty will see you now, my lord.” The chamberlain’s attention drifted to the riding crop stuffed in Quon’s belt. If he asks for it, then I know they’ll arrest me, he thought. But the minister stepped aside to let Quon enter.

A relieved Quon nodded his thanks. Inside the drawing-room, King Tarik sat beside a roaring fire.

“Your Majesty,” Quon said with a dip of his head.

“Come, friend.” The king indicated a high-backed chair facing him. “Talk to us.” Quon took the seat before releasing the d’sur fists he used to move around. “Do you have knowledge of where our grandson is?”

The question could be a trap, so Quon replied with his own question, knowing this often angered his king, who was quick to a temper. “Has not the Crown Prince informed you, sire? I cannot imagine why he would withhold news about Prince Ricard.”

“Our son is a peacock with an enormous cock,” King Tarik responded sharply. “Besides, we know that the young popinjay hates our crippled Minister of Security, so we would rather get the story from you first, my lord.”

Quon took a deep breath, ignoring the often-repeated insult, before plunging into his tale of half-truths. “Baron Rigas took the little prince, sire. We have not found him yet, but believe the kidnappers are taking him to Riverend Castle.”

“Where is that cocksucker of a baron now?”

“Prince Katan informed me he ordered him burned. And I received news from my apprentice in Kefnu that they have executed the rogue.”

King Tarik leaned back as he steepled his fingers. “That is a shame. If another traitor hides amongst us, we will not find his name so easily. Any thoughts on if he acted by himself?”

Quon sensed the king wouldn’t accept Rigas acting alone. If he didn’t tell Tarik what he expected to hear, he could lose his chance to remain the king’s advisor. “Rigas was a weak soul, sire. I doubt he dared to do this without powerful support.”

“The baron was cow shit we stepped in more than once. We expect you to find out who ordered this. Could it be the crown prince?” Quon shook his head. “We agree. The fool only thinks with his cock.” King Tarik paused as he studied the flames in the fireplace. “We have long wanted an excuse to wage war on Riverend, Count. We will order our son to lead two regiments to lay siege to the castle to demonstrate our authority. Though it costs lives, we will confront the Baron’s son to defeat his men on the battlefield.”

Making war on Riverend Castle would ruin Quon’s plans with the baron’s son. But any war had many victims, so he wouldn’t waste concerns over the demise of the baron’s family. However, he had other problems to address. “May I make a request, sire?” The king waved his hand for Quon to continue. “I would like a cavalry regiment assigned to me for a month.”

King Tarik stared at him before asking what he needed an entire regiment for.

“I seek a blind man in the fourth kingdom associated with the rebels. Maybe a leader. I plan to purge the lower realm of all blind men.”

The king laughed. “You fear a blind man? Age is affecting your mind, my lord.”

Quon took a breath before trusting himself to answer. “Knowledge is power, sire. This villain has information we need to destroy the separatists.”

“Will you torture each blind man you find?”

“They have little other use. We can rid our neighbors of all these useless men. Few will complain, sire.”

“You may have your regiment, Count Quon.” King Tarik gave a small wave of dismissal, so Quon walked out.

Back in his office, he prepared to return to his estates. It was time to take the missing Prince Ricard from the baron’s militia. He would fly patrols over the farmlands east of the forest until they appeared with the boy. The young prince would never reach the safety of his parents.
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sixty
Green Valley


Kaan’s body shook as he stood amongst the rocks at the base of the massive dark-gray cliff. Damn, that was a long time falling! He stared up that vertical rockface but couldn’t find the path or the women he expected were staring down at him. The bitches!

It all happened so fast that he struggled to understand it. Tipini was a magician witch. Somehow, she’d subverted Azaly into being her apprentice. He’d seen the magic in her eyes but denied it, the fool that he was. The memory of being knocked unconscious returned as now it made sense.

Standing here meant she could quickly kill him with rocks or her wizard’s stone. He hurried away through the boulders scattered at the cliff’s base, then down the short scree field to the start of the forest. From under a pine tree’s shade, he sat to think.

What had Tipini said? He should climb over the pass to return to civilization. It made sense, but he didn’t want to run into her again. She’d already shown herself capable of killing him in a second. What about Azaly? He loved her, protecting her in Kefnu when she was all alone. They made love on the road to Narbend, but when they met that mountain woman, Azaly changed. He fought for her on the clifftop, but Tipini tossed him off. What had Azaly done? She told him to go away.

Undoubtedly, Azaly was laughing at him from the cliff’s top, but she had been in love with him. That witch had turned her heart away. She’d done one of those things with her wand to change Azaly’s heart. The bitch!

Kaan closed his eyes to think. Being a rebel was vital to being the hero. He imagined himself battling for Otanic’s freedom. If Harpin killed him, that would show Azaly she picked the wrong person to follow. Kaan daydreamed of fighting Harpinians with his sword, cutting them down as he slashed his way to King Tarik himself. Then she would hear of his exploits and be ashamed that she abandoned him. When the eagle’s screams began, he opened his eyes. That bitch warned those screeches came from the Arrox. If he died here, no one would know he was a hero.

Kaan began walking into the valley he’d seen from that ridge. A river ran through its center, and a plan formed in his mind. He would follow the river to the coast before going north to kill Harpinian soldiers.

Kaan trudged down through the pine trees. After a hand of easy walking in the pine scent, his spirits rose again. Tipini must have turned Azaly weeks ago because she’d ignored him this last fortnight. Even the others mocked him like he was some love-sick puppy. It wasn’t his fault he was a sensitive man.

When he reached the river’s banks, the sun was a hand from disappearing. He ambled toward the setting sun that flashed red light through the treetops. Breathing in the refreshing air, he relaxed. He had as much water as he wanted beside him, plus a cloth bag of food the bitch gave him.

As he walked, he wondered if any people lived in this valley. Maybe some did. The weather was alright, though he had no idea what its winters were like. But he didn’t remember his schoolbooks making any mention of this place. The maps showed this area as unexplored.

After sunset, Kaan settled beside the river for the night. A quick search of the surroundings yielded enough wood and dry pine needles to start a fire with his tinder box. Soon he was relaxing with his feet warmed by his campfire. He felt independent again, as he had in Kefnu. As he watched the flames, he considered staying here. But living alone didn’t appeal to him.

The following morning, Kaan woke to rain, creating large drips from the pine needles above him. The dead fire offered no warmth, so he huddled under the tree, using his blanket to keep the drops off. A hand past first light brought a lightening of the rain to a drizzle, so Kaan packed up his meager possessions to resume following the river. He tramped along the riverbank, preferring the light rain to the constant large drops from the trees.

Around noon, he came upon a stream flowing from his right into the river. Wandering up the creek, he searched for a dry way to cross. A hundred paces upstream, he stopped. Had he heard something? He studied the forest of pine trunks ahead, concerned over wolves or bears in the valley. Nothing.

Kaan trudged on. Just ahead, he saw where the stream ran shallow. Ten paces short of the crossing spot, two men in Harpin uniforms stepped out from behind trees beside him. Both had their swords drawn with the tips pointed at his chest. Kaan froze.

“Hold on, you?” the older-looking soldier said in a thick Harpin accent. “What’re you doing here?”

“Just walking through the valley,” Kaan replied. His knives were no match for rapiers. “I ain’t doing no harm.”

“Come with us then. Our Sarge will want to talk to ya.”

Kaan weighed his options. Could he outrun these two men? The prospect of Harpin soldiers interrogating him was not a great choice. In Kefnu, he knew of no one who had survived such questioning. He dashed away. After two strides, he felt a sharp pain in his left thigh. The sword went through his muscle. With a scream, he collapsed on the forest floor, trying to clutch his thigh as the blood soaked through his pant leg.

“That wasn’t wise, son,” the older soldier said, standing over him. Kaan moaned in reply.

The trooper put up his blade before searching through Kaan’s jerkin. The bastard removed his two knives, plus the one hidden in his boot. Then the soldier pulled off the rolled gray blanket strapped across Kaan’s back. Kaan glanced at the younger soldier with his sword tip so close to his face that he would lose an eye if he coughed. A couple of drops of blood fell on his face from the sword’s tip.

Kaan held his wounded leg as the older soldier removed the leather cord from his blanket to use as a strap on his leg. He tightened the tourniquet, saying, “My Sarge will want to know why you tried to run.”

“I hate Harpin soldiers,” Kaan snarled through the pain.

“Is that so? Well, the feeling’s mutual, and I don’t see this going well for you, son.” The soldier removed Kaan’s hat, wrapping it around the wound.

Kaan limped between the troopers, who said nothing as they walked through the thick pine forest. Kaan was bemused as they constantly watched the sky as if looking for birds. Soon, Kaan’s leg was so sore he could hardly move.

“You’d best help him,” the older one said.

The younger soldier put his arm around Kaan’s chest. Kaan had to use the soldier’s strong shoulders to let him take his weight off his left leg.

They ambled along like this for ten minutes, with the senior soldier walking behind so he could watch Kaan while searching for any birds. Finally, the man behind broke the silence. “What’s your name, son?” Kaan replied with his real name. “And are you one of ‘em rebels?”

“I’m just trying to reach the coast.”

“Are you alone in this valley?”

“Like I said, I was merely walking down the valley.”

“Yeah, I heard that before. Didn’t believe it none then neither.”

Silence again as Kaan hobbled on, trying to think of a plausible story.

A couple of minutes later, the old soldier called out from behind. “Hold up, Amon. I just saw something.”

Amon stopped abruptly. His eyes scanned the sky while Kaan pondered what they were so concerned about. The other soldier bent to pick something from the forest floor beside him. He stood back up carrying a box.

“What you got there, Laank?”

“It’s the box I gave to his lordship before. He must’ve dropped it or didn’t want it anymore. Still, I’ll bring it to Sarge. We can move on.”

Amon scanned the sky once again before forcing Kaan to hobble on. “What’re you searching for in the sky?” Kaan asked.

“Like you don’t know,” Laank snarled in response.

By now, the forest floor had a steeper uphill slope that slowed Kaan further. They continued to follow the stream’s path. Soon, the trees thinned out, giving Kaan a view of a narrow valley ahead. Minutes later, he was limping up a slim track beside the stream. Moving along the stony pathway, Kaan saw a large cave on his left, but they moved past this.

Further on was another opening with a few soldiers standing outside. These men had their tunics open as they watched him approach. Laank and Amon pushed him along without caring about his useless leg.

“What you got, Laank?” a soldier asked, stepping out of the cave’s mouth.

“Found him walking through the valley, Sarge. He tried to run away, so we hurt him to slow the young fool down.”

“Very good. Sit him here. We’ll get the truth from him.”

Amon pushed him to the side of the cave mouth, telling him to sit. Kaan must’ve been too slow for the bastards because Amon hit him in his knee to force him down. He screamed as the pain shot up his bad thigh. The soldiers laughed.
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sixty-one
A Mean Trick


Jisana was passing through the forest between River Forks and Widemouth. Three hundred paces ahead, the other group in her band, led by Floman, walked along the same road. For over a fortnight, she led her insurgents across Otanic from Castin to River Forks. During that time, her group waxed or waned in size as she grew into her role as leader. Now, she was as quick to garner advice as she was to give orders. Her inner consciousness knew when she needed one over the other.

Her biggest concern was managing this group when it reached Kefnu. Only Haam and Floman were familiar with the city, so her thoughts revolved around bringing in rebels who would expose themselves to Harpin just because they made silly blunders in the city. The answer was to reduce her band’s size.

However, five days ago, her rebel band doubled in size when they met a bedraggled group of seven Brotherhood Against Wizardry members led by Captain Rolan, a mealy-mouthed individual whose face was scared from burns inflicted in the distant past.

Two days ago, she left part of her band in River Forks to organize resistance around that village. Among them was Pilia, the freed prisoner from Narbend. She had shown little aptitude for using weapons, though she was eager enough. But Jisana had no doubts about her bravery.

Captain Rolan walked beside her while four Brothers marched in Floman’s group at her insistence. She didn’t trust them and preferred Haam walking beside her, but he wanted to monitor the front group’s leader.

Floman had suggested separating into two groups to make them less conspicuous, which she agreed to. A hundred paces ahead of her rearguard, she had a point lookout, ensuring the groups stayed in visual contact.

She had entered this forest yesterday, expecting to reach its far edge tomorrow morning. Today, the air was damp following an earlier shower. Although the noonday sun lit the center of the roadbed, the side where she stepped remained in the shade.

Up ahead, in the near distance, her lookout walked alone. Then the man turned to jog back. “Off the road,” she instructed her group.

The lookout reached her. “Floman’s group is under attack by nine Harpinian cavalry riders.”

Haam!

“Rolan, Todin, Laam, and Kuran, go through the forest on that side.” She pointed to her right. The rest follow me.” As Todin ran across the road, she said, “Remember, cats and dogs.” Todin nodded in understanding.

She led the others along her side.

“What does it mean, cats and dogs?” a Brother beside her asked.

“Approach like cats, then attack like dogs.”

On the other side, Todin strung his bow. She waved to Captain Rolan before jogging through the trees; her men kept beside her. Soon she heard swords clashing. Then, as she rounded a bend in the road, she saw the melee ahead with one mounted soldier while others fought on foot. Across the road, Rolan’s group kept pace with her. Todin had notched an arrow. She ran on.

They could hear the cries as Floman’s group fought the Harpin troops. She spotted several combatants lying on the road, some dressed in blue. Standing out even at this distance of fifty paces, she recognized the large shape of Haam, fighting two troopers. Their swords flashed as Haam kept them at bay.

Both sides were too busy to notice either her or Rolan’s groups approaching from each side through the forest. Rolan was opposite the melee as Todin aimed at the man sitting on his horse, directing the Harpin troops. She was just five paces away, concentrating on the two men Haam held off. Her first throw hit one of the blue soldiers in the side of his chest. He staggered before sinking to a knee. Haam ignored the fallen man to concentrate his attack on the other soldier, soon running his sword through the hapless man. She sent another knife into a soldier’s back who was attacking a Daffodil.

Checking back at the officer on horseback, he was gone. Another soldier dropped under Todin's arrows. Three soldiers remained, but they turned to run into the forest toward Widemouth.

Jisana stepped out onto the roadbed as Haam finished the soldier kneeling with her knife in his chest’s side. On the road, she counted nine dead: six Harpin troopers plus three of her men, including Floman. She sighed; they would miss his sword and knowledge of Kefnu.

“Secure the horses,” she instructed, “and get the bodies off the road.” She stepped over to Haam, happy to see him alive. His left arm hung loose by his side, but otherwise, he seemed fine. “Did you get hurt again?” she said with a whimsical smile.

“I’ll live. We have to get those others before they reach Widemouth.”

She looked around. “Todin, Rolan, come with me.” She began jogging again in the direction the three soldiers ran. Within seconds, the other two caught up as she ran through the large trees that filled this forest.

[image: image-placeholder]

Todin had grown up hunting for his family’s food, so she let him track the soldiers heading north toward Widemouth. She felt as if they were a pack of dogs chasing a fox. The soldier’s attire would not suit them for a long chase, whereas she welcomed action on foot.

After many minutes, she began huffing but maintained a steady pace across the flat forest floor. Ahead, she heard the running soldiers. Soon, they would be within range of Todin’s bow.

Then, the sound of them running stopped. “Hold,” she commanded, dropping to a walk. “They’re hiding.” Rolan, on her left, carried a sword. Did he know how to use it?

After another twenty paces, they approached three beech trees growing in a clump. Jisana saw the flash of blue behind them. “There,” Todin said.

“I saw.” She pointed at Todin, signaling him to go out to the right. She signaled for Rolan to wait before walking up the middle. She scampered to flank the left side. Once she was in position, she waved to Rolan to move forward. He did, pointing his sword toward the tree hiding the troopers.

Closing from the left, she spotted the soldiers hiding behind the massive tree trunks. She carried one of her remaining three throwing knives, a deadly all-metal weapon she had a blacksmith in Narbend make three years ago.

Rolan called out, “I see you behind those trees; show yourselves.” The men didn’t move, but she saw them whispering together. Beyond them, Todin closed in with a notched arrow.

When she was five paces from the soldiers, the nearest one turned, seeing her approach. She threw her knife hard, taking the man in the throat. She had another knife in her hand before the first soldier crumpled into a gurgling heap, clutching his throat. Todin had an arrow in the soldier nearest him, leaving just one Harpin soldier, who dropped his blade to surrender.

“Come out,” she commanded. The soldier looked about twenty. Todin kept his notched arrow trained on the man as she waved her knife to indicate he should stand before the tree. Rolan stood with his sword ready.

“Undo your sword,” she said. The man complied, dropping the buckler to the floor at his feet. “Was your patrol searching for us?” she asked. His slight hesitation gave away the truth, though he shook his head in denial. “Where did you come from?” she asked.

The soldier looked around, searching for help. “We was in Widemouth.”

“Are more soldiers there?” He nodded yes. “Where were you going?”

“River Forks.”

“To search for rebels?” This time he nodded. “Are those rebels led by a woman?” Another nod. “How many remain in Widemouth?”

“Twenty.”

Jisana thought about the information. Harpin troops were searching for her. She would have to change her plans, but first, she must deal with this young soldier.

“Take off that blue jacket.” He unbuttoned the front before shrugging it off his shoulders. With his arms tied up in the sleeves, she threw her knife hard at his chest where his heart was. His face looked surprised before he dropped like a bucket of water, dead before his head crashed into an exposed root.

The mean trick was totally unfair. But she wouldn’t lose a second of sleep over it.

“Why did you do that?” Rolan asked, staring at her like he’d never seen her before. “Why ask him to take off his jacket?”

“We can’t afford prisoners, and we need a clean uniform with no bloody holes in it.”

She glanced at Todin, who wasn’t upset at her actions. He understood the role of the outlaw in enemy territory. Rolan would have to learn it too, or she would kill him.

“Strip the bodies,” she told both men. “Leave nothing showing they were soldiers, then drag their carcasses under a bush.”

She retrieved her two knives, cleaning them on the blue jacket of the first soldier she’d killed. After checking to ensure the tips were still true, she slipped them into the bandola hidden under her jerkin.

As they walked back to the road, carrying the dead soldiers’ uniforms, Captain Rolan relayed a story to her about another ruthless woman from seven years ago. He claimed she was the famous Bitch Witch. He admitted that a part of him admired her courage. Though he still hated her for burning his face. In time, he’d realized they had to use every resource available to rid the kingdom of Harpin. Jisana made no comment.

Near the roadbed, she found her rebels well organized. They had removed the dead bodies from the road. Now, they clustered in a group a hundred paces from the roadway. She looked at the rebel bodies. Floman would be an enormous loss. He was a perfect lieutenant for the last fortnight, giving advice when she sought it and following her orders without question. It meant that only two original rebels remained, Haam and Todin.

The dead included Suma, the other woman she rescued from the patrol house in Narbend. She wasn’t good with weapons, yet never ducked from the enemy. In Narbend, she wore a green beret, pretending she was a separatist. But today, she died a true rebel.

Next, she moved to Haam, who sat on a fallen tree. He looked pale as he handed her the two knives she used in the first skirmish. Concerned, she asked him how he felt.

“Fine,” he replied. But she sensed the lie in his words. They knew each other too well.

“We’ll rest on the other side of the road,” she called to her rebels. “Bury the dead, but keep the horses. Now we’re mounted rebels.”

The men hastened to follow her orders. Soon, they camped two hundred paces from the road beside a brook that ran toward the Wan River. She would have to look at Haam’s wound before getting sustenance into him. Haam carried needle and thread, but now he’d be the patient.

As she sewed the mean slice across his forearm, she listened to his description of the encounter. The soldiers expected them, charging as soon as they discovered Floman’s group.

“One of them admitted they were searching for rebels led by a woman,” she said. “It seems we’re outlaws, to be killed on sight.”

“So, we have impressed them,” Haam said with a broad smile. “Finally, we’re free of the wizard’s shadow.”

“It would seem so.”
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sixty-two
Feed the Arrox


Kaan huddled by the cave’s entrance, holding his throbbing leg after the Harpinian trooper cut it. The pain had died to a constant throb while a soldier sat on a nearby rock watching him. Kaan took the time to improve his story. He might not survive, but he resolved to be a hero until the end. He prayed to the Gods that his tale of bravery would reach Azaly.

The Harpin sergeant sent the guard away. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“Kaan. What’s yours?”

The sergeant didn’t answer or show any sign of anger. Instead, he went on with his questions. Kaan explained he was searching for a fishing village on the coast, keeping to his prepared story.

“Which one? What’s its name?”

Kaan shook his head, saying, “I was just seeking a way outta these mountains.”

“You don’t want to visit the Barrens?” the Sergeant asked.

“Who would?”

“So, why are you here if you don’t like it?”

The question surprised Kaan. He’d trapped himself, so he said, “I’m lost.”

The sergeant leaned closer to talk in a conspiratorial hush, “We must release that tourniquet soon; otherwise, your leg dies, and so will you. We can fix it so that doesn’t happen. But I need some truth. So far, your lies are stupid. You ain’t so good at this spying stuff, Kaan.”

Kaan studied the sergeant’s face. No matter the cost or how much he hated Tipini, he couldn’t betray Azaly to the true enemy. They may kill him; he wouldn’t talk. “I’ve got nothing more to say.”

“We know you’re here with Wizard Lihan. We’ll help you if you tell us where he is.”

“I don’t know no Wizard Lihan,” Kaan said, relieved to tell the truth.

“Laank, Amon. Tie down your prisoner.” Once the two soldiers stepped out, Sarge added. “It’s time for the truth. Strip off his top. Then pin him to the ground.”

The young soldier, Amon, began pulling off Kaan’s jerkin. When Kaan resisted, Amon punched him in his jaw, stunning him.
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Kaan came to his senses, lying on his back with his limbs spread-eagled.

A shadow crossed his face as the sergeant squatted beside his head. “Now, explain why a lost boy is wandering about the mountains?” Kaan kept silent. “As you wish,” the soldier said. “We’ll play a little game to test our skills. See who can barely graze the skin.” He signaled to three men who drew their swords.

The first took a fast swish across Kaan’s chest; Kaan screamed in pain as it cut his flesh. The second took a swipe without making a scratch. “C’mon, Amon, show ‘em how it’s done,” the Sergeant said. Another swish burned as the tip grazed his skin. Kaan began sobbing as the pain was too much.

“We like this game so much we can play it till you talk some sense.” Kaan held his breath, shaking his head. “As you wish.” The Sergeant pointed to three other men. Three more fast cuts from the tip of a rapier left Kaan trashing about in his bonds, indifferent to the throbbing pain in his leg. After another three, he’d had enough, so when the sergeant asked his questions, Kaan informed him about the witch Tipini, about Azaly, who killed the brown apprentice in Kefnu, and about Jisana leading the rebels in the western part of Otanic. He even told the soldiers about the little girl Tresela with a blind father. He mentioned everything, hoping they’d stop playing their game. He buried all thoughts of being a hero in his flesh that still burned from the sword tips brushing his skin.

When he finished, the sergeant left him lying in misery on the ground. As the sky grayed, Kaan drifted off into a dazed sleep, giving him final relief from the pain.

A few times, he recovered to a foggy consciousness, surrounded by the night’s utter darkness. Each time, he slipped back into welcoming oblivion after a few minutes.

When he woke to a light sky, he pulled himself awake. The sergeant was barking orders, “Laank, take Rigan and Preet with you to deliver this box to Wizard Criv in Narbend along with this letter.”

“Aye, Sergeant. Are we to return afterward?”

“Follow whatever orders the commanding officer gives you,” the Sergeant replied. “This letter’s important. It must reach Criv. Am I clear?”

“Aye, Sergeant,” the older soldier replied. Kaan knew the report contained everything he’d told them, but he couldn’t care anymore; he just wanted the misery to end.

After the three left, another soldier kicked him in his wounded leg. He gasped at the pain. “Hey, Sarge. He’s still alive!”

The sergeant’s face appeared above, staring at him. “I’m not gonna waste food on the traitor. Take him down the valley. The Arrox can gnaw on his bones.”

Two soldiers untied him to force him up. Kaan let out a muffled scream at the pain as they half dragged him down the path. They left him tied to the first tree at the valley’s end.

“Finish me,” Kaan pleaded. All his dreams were gone, so he just wanted it to end.

A soldier stared at him as he drew his sword. With a quick move, he thrust it into Kaan’s belly. He grunted at the pain, but it didn’t feel as bad as his leg. They left him to a slow death.

An interminable time passed before Kaan heard something approaching. Then he saw a brown creature with eight legs closing in. Thank the Gods!
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sixty-three
Cliff Diving


Preem struggled to dispel the sense he had dawdled too long in his home village. Today was his fifth day in Clovermouth, and Janu’s news meant he was putting his family at risk. But he knew he’d never see his parents again. Sitting at the kitchen table, he reflected on Janu’s information about Harpin’s more active search for a blind man. It took three weeks for the news from Narbend to reach this secluded coastal settlement. But now it had arrived, so Preem would leave before his presence brought soldiers to his sister’s door.

“Put your wizard’s stone inside the toe of your boot,” he instructed Ibun. “I’ll do the same with mine.”

“Is it true, then?” Janu asked. “Are the Harpinians seeking you? Do they know who you are?”

“I must assume they believe a blind man is involved in the trouble at Narbend. But if they suspected who I am, the entire realm would be ablaze to discover my whereabouts. It wouldn’t have taken a few weeks for the diligent search to reach Clovermouth,” Preem reasoned. “No, they’re interested but not yet obsessive about a search.” He watched as Ibun removed the blueberry-sized d’dec from the tip of his eel design tarner before pushing it into the toe of his left boot. “Tonight, we leave to continue our journey east,” Preem said. 

“We’ll miss you,” Janu said, reaching out her hand to grasp his forearm. “Especially our son Sarn, who changed into a young man since your arrival. I barely recognize him.”

“I will miss you too. Before we leave, I’ll take one final stroll along the cliff, my last time with this land I love.”

After hiding his d’dec, Preem left Janu’s blue cottage. This was a time of reflection, so he requested Ibun remain behind. He took Ibun’s now-dead tarner to use as a walking stick. With light steps, he crossed the Clover River that ran pell-mell for the cutting to the sea. Though he appeared to use the tarner as a blind man’s cane, he didn’t need one.

He was strolling along the cliff’s top when he heard his name called. “Uncle Jastur, wait for me.”

Little Sarn came running across the field. Preem smiled. He would enjoy the twelve-year-old’s company this last time. “C’mon then, little Sarn,” he called out without turning. “It’s a fine day to walk along the clifftop. Is the tide in?”

His nephew reached his side. “I’m here to guide you. I feared you’d fall off the cliff.” The boy paused. “The tide is heading out right now.”

“A pity. No pounding surf. That’s what I miss most, little Sarn.”

“Uncle Jastur,” little Sarn began as he hooked Preem’s arm to escort him. “I remember playing with Roon, your apprentice. I was sad when Mama told me he died.” Sarn’s words brought sadness mingled with happy memories about Roon’s many antics with little Sarn. Preem sensed his nephew had more to say, so he waited. Suddenly, the boy blurted out, “Can I be your apprentice too?”

“You are too young, little Sarn.”

“I know, but I thought ... I hate that name, little Sarn.”

“Then I’ll never use it again.” Preem placed his hand on Sarn’s head. His hand was level with the top of his own right ear. “Indeed, you have grown well.”

Preem walked in silence until they reached the small grove of trees extending to the cliff’s edge. He sat, resting his back against the trunk of a mature tree. Sarn rested beside him as they faced the steady sea air sweeping over the clifftop.

“Can I call you Uncle Preem while we’re alone?”

“Yes. Stay mindful of who’s nearby. Now, let me enjoy the breeze for a while.”

Preem relaxed. He imagined himself as a sighted man who closed his eyes to savor the smell of the sea. He couldn’t be prouder of his two apprentices. With Azaly as her apprentice, Brodia was now a grand wizard. At the cusp of finding the shimmering spearpoint, Ibun was also close to becoming a grand wizard. But for Preem, Lowmouth would be his crucible, though he wasn’t ready for it. Did the Gods approve of how he prepared for his last battle?

He heard Sarn shifting around beside him. The sea view bored the young boy, but he kept silent. After a moment, Preem asked Sarn, “Do you enjoy school?”

“I like the math, but the history is boring. It tells lies about Otanic,” Sarn replied. Preem waved his hand for Sarn to explain. “My teachers say that Otanic was always a ... a province of Harpin. It says that we always belonged to them, but it isn’t true, is it?”

“Many centuries ago, Harpin was strong enough to control us. But then we discovered the magic of the d’dec to win our independence.”

“And you use that magic to see,” Sarn stated. The words surprised Preem, so he asked how he knew this. “I can sense it from your head. You don’t need me to guide you. I realize this, Uncle Preem.”

Preem let his nephew’s words sink in before he replied, “It means you may learn the magic one day. How does it feel?”

“Strange, like my head’s light, dizzy. But I’m alright with it. I feel it too from Ibun’s head,” Sarn said. “Can I be your apprentice?” he asked again. “Please, Uncle Preem.”

The thought scared Preem. Could he expose Sarn to the same dangers? What would Janu say? How could he face her if Sarn died? The questions swirled in his mind before he temporized with, “You’re young still.”

“I want to do more than merely exist in a fishing village.”

“Sarn, you’re too young to think this way.”

“I have an uncle that made me think about my kingdom. And those history lessons make me so angry.”

“Your mother tells me you get into trouble at school. It is hard for you, I know. I was like you when I was younger. Learn all you can so you can fight for Otanic later.”

“Yes, Uncle Preem.” The disappointment in Sarn’s voice brought a smile to Preem.

“We can talk more about this later. Meanwhile, let us rest here to enjoy the sea breeze. An appreciative apprentice knows when to let his teacher sit in peace.”

Preem sat quietly, happy with his nephew’s company and being respectful of his uncle’s desire for silent reflection. After a while, Preem decided to return. He stood to begin the slow walk back. Sarn retook his arm. Although Preem didn’t need guidance, he enjoyed the touch.
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Halfway back to Clovermouth, Sarn warned, “I see horses.”

Preem listened; he caught the sound of hooves thundering across the hard ground as they came from the village. They could only be Harpin cavalry. “Remember, I’m a blind man. I’m a friend of your family. Remember, Sarn. Because these men are coming for us.”

“Yes ... Jastur.”

“Good boy. Do you trust me?” Preem sensed the confident nod of Sarn’s head. “Then remain calm and stay by my side.”

Several mounted soldiers galloped toward them as Preem eased back until he was three steps from the cliff’s precipice. The seven mounted cavalry formed a crescent facing him.

“What’s this?” Preem asked, holding his cane so its tip touched the ground before him, making no attempt to hide his blindness.

“Be silent old man,” a soldier called out. “Who’re you, boy? And what’s this man to you?”

“My name’s Sarn, sir. This man is a family friend named Jastur.” Sarn’s calm certainty impressed Preem. It created confusion in the soldier’s response.

“We heard of a blind stranger in the village.”

‘Nothing unusual abouts me, sir,” Preem said, stepping back and pulling Sarn with him. These men intended to arrest him, but he couldn’t allow that.

“Don’t step back!” the mounted officer called out.

“I’s don’t understand, I’s done nothings wrong.” Preem took another backward step, knowing his foot was now perilously close to the drop.

“I said don’t move!” the soldier screamed.

“What?” Preem shuffled back, falling off the cliff while pulling Sarn with him. He screamed as realistically as he could; Sarn’s scream was perfect.

Wrapped in a magical cocoon, he let them both bounce off the rocks until they were halfway down. Then he wedged them onto a ledge two hundred feet down the cliff’s rocky face. “Don’t move,” he whispered to his nephew as he twisted his body into a grotesque attitude of death.

Seconds later, he heard from the top of the cliff. “Can you see them? I told him not to step back, so it ain’t my fault the old fool stepped off.”

“There, sir. The blind man is halfway down. He looks dead to me.”

“Damned stupid Otanicists. They are truly the dumbest creatures the Gods ever made.”

“Ain’t that the truth, sir.”

Preem waited for a few minutes, then scanned the top. They had ridden away. He waited a while longer to gather his thoughts.

Finally, he asked, “Are you well?”

“Yes, Uncle.”

Preem floated them to the beach below. “I believe they think you are dead now, so you cannot return to live at home.”

“So, I can be your apprentice?”

“My novice. In time, we’ll determine if you can see the d’sur from my d’dec.”

“You mean those waves I see in the air, coming from your boot?”
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sixty-four
Crossing the Wan


After her band’s repulsion of Harpin’s ambush near Widemouth, Jisana spent the next two nights meandering south from Widemouth Road. On the third morning, she directed the group east to the Wan River. The bridges were at villages, so she hoped to avoid prying eyes by crossing in the forest. Her group included the five surviving Daffodils, plus her two friends. They rode the horses captured in the skirmish in the forest, which left one spare horse. They walked through oak and elm, keeping close to the river’s bank.

After not riding for six years, it pleased Jisana how natural riding felt. However, her legs didn’t agree and were already sore from chaffing on the saddle. The forest’s tranquility allowed her to think about the situation. Walking into Kefnu with five men dressed in yellow smocks would draw the guards’ attention. But what choice did she have?

One Daffodil was strolling ahead of the group as the vanguard. She eased her horse alongside Rolan.

“Three weeks ago, I met a Brother named Clam in the foothills of the Western Mountains,” she said. “Did you know him?” The captain shook his head. “He mentioned a new general in the Brotherhood.”

“I’ve heard similar rumors of a Brother general called The Bear,” Rolan replied. “I don’t know if they’re true.”

“Of course. It’s hard to discern what to trust in these times. But he talked about this officer pulling together all the Brothers to fight for Otanic.”

He gazed at her with a smile. “It sounds like you’re trying to get rid of us.”

Jisana leaned closer to say, “I’m seeking to connect my rebels with the Brotherhood so we can work as a team.” Captain Rolan didn’t respond, so she kicked her horse forward to ask Todin about finding a river crossing.

Soon after the midday rest, Jisana was walking beside Haam. They were following a slight bend in the river. The calm river was narrow, so she asked Haam if this was a suitable crossing spot.

He shook his head as he replied, “The river flow here has cut a deeper channel. We could drown with the horses if we crossed here. We’re looking for the opposite. A fast, wide section of the river. An angry river with ripples should be shallow enough to cross.”

During her six years in the Green Valley, Jisana never had to ford a river because a wizard flew her over. Now, she was in a place beyond her experience. In one way, it emphasized her sense of being a stranger, but it also said taking a country person into the city would create the same chance of making a dangerous mistake.

Shortly after rounding a bend, Jisana saw Todin waiting for them. He was the vanguard, but now he stared at the water bubbling across a broad stretch of river. She joined Todin with Haam. Moments later, Rolan pulled his horse alongside as they faced the water.

She had the sense to stay silent as the three men discussed crossing here. The consensus was that this was the best spot, though a stripe of calm water near the middle concerned Todin.

“There’s one way to know,” he said, glancing at Jisana.

She gave a slight nod, so he moved his horse to the edge. He walked his horse slowly across the rippling water that reached halfway up the horse’s legs. He angled upriver as he crossed. The men watched from the bank. Todin’s horse went down another foot in the middle, but it wasn’t difficult for them. Once he was on the other side, the group followed, with Captain Rolan taking the lead. Haam kept behind Jisana.

On the opposite bank, Jisana directed them east through the forest. Soon she would need to decide about Kefnu.

They camped at the forest edge the next day. The North Road was a couple of leagues further east. As they sat around the campfire, Rolan made a point of sitting beside her.

“I’ve given much thought to your words from yesterday,” he said. “And I believe my Brothers can help Otanic most by joining the new general.”

She nodded. “I feel the same. We’ll slip into Kefnu to see if a group of rebels exists. If we find none, then we’ll start one.”

“How can we exchange messages in the future?”

The question surprised her because she hadn’t thought of it before. She remembered Preem had a secret word he used to message the queen. “Leave a note for Blue Jay at the tavern called the Queen’s Maid in Kefnu near the eastern gateway.”

In the morning, Captain Rolan took his men west to recross the Wan River before riding to Lastin. She watched them ride away into the trees before mounting her black mare.

Jisana stared at her two mounted friends, waiting for her decision. She smiled. “We’re draining daylight.” With that, she urged her horse out of the woods toward the North Road and the eastern forest, using that to hide until they were close to Kefnu. Traveling east of the river gave her the sense of being home after six years in exile. Now she could fulfill her destiny.
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sixty-five
Little Sarn


Outside the cottage, the Time Star hovered a hand above the eastern horizon on a clear summer’s night. Sarn sat outside with Ibun, who told him stories about sailing on a merchant brig. Inside the house, little Preem was already asleep. It meant Wizard Preem had the privacy to talk to Sarn’s parents, who were angry over today’s encounter with Harpin’s troops at the cliff’s edge.

“You fell off the cliff deliberately,” Janu said. They sat around the kitchen table. She faced him with Tarin sitting beside her.

“I did. Otherwise, those soldiers would have arrested me along with Sarn. That would force me to reveal my magic. It would have endangered you all, including Ma and Pa.”

“That’s what you say.”

“It’s true, my dear,” Tarin said. “They would arrest us if Preem revealed his power.”

“And what about little Sarn? They think he’s dead now,” Janu said.  “You’ve forced us to move away from our home.”

“He can see my magic, sis. It means he has the ability to do it,” Preem explained. “Harpin won’t let him live. They’ve killed everyone from Otanic who showed any capability.”

“We’ll go far away. You can’t have my son!”

“Who’ll care for our parents if you go away?” Preem asked. “Even the thought of teaching Sarn gives me chills.”

“I don’t care!” Janu screamed as she got up from the table. “He should be with his mother.”

Preem let her be. She needed time to adjust. For him, the situation was strange, too. Tarin went to comfort his wife, but she shrugged him off.

When Preem fell off the cliff, he did it to protect his family in Clovermouth. But now he realized the Gods gave him a sign that he was to keep Sarn as an apprentice. In that instant of realization, he felt the pieces fall into place. Here was the way to complete Ibun’s transformation into a grand wizard.

As Janu stalked around the table, Preem said, “He wants to see Vosj, sis. Just as I did at his age.”

“I cried for days when old Wizard Sarn took you away,” Janu responded. “I can’t do it again. I won’t.”

“I realize it’s hard,” Preem said.

“What do you know?” Janu rounded on her brother. “You left us to have your adventure while we stayed behind, not knowing if you lived or died. So, you have no idea what it’s like!”

“You’re right. I don’t know how hard it is. I only appreciate it must be very hard,” Preem said. Janu sat at the table again, asking if Sarn would be safe. It was an obvious question, but Preem would not appease his big sister. “I would be lying if I said he would be secure with me. I can only promise to do my best to develop him into a wizard.”

“So, he’ll live the same life as you? Oh no, Pre. Please.”

“In this war, many people will die. It’ll be another war of the wizards. I cannot say Sarn will survive, but if he does, he’ll be a great wizard. If not, generations will learn of him through stories told of these days,” Preem said, selecting his words. “It isn’t much compensation for losing him. But it’s all I can offer.”

“You will be his Zenii?”

Preem shook his head. “I can’t imagine anything harder. No wizard has ever taken a family member. It’ll create so many more pressures. I can’t be his Zenii. But he will be where I can protect him.”

[image: image-placeholder]

The night passed peacefully. Janu let her eldest son sleep until the predawn. Then she said her tearful goodbyes. She asked for Preem’s assurance that Sarn would come home one day. In the end, she asked three times because she didn’t like his response.

“It will be his choice, sis,” was his answer each time.

Now, Preem guided his flying platform along the coast, ten feet above the waves rolling onto the exposed sands on the ebb tide. Midday was like midnight to a blind man, so he asked Ibun to tell him when the sun peeked above the sea’s horizon.

Finally, Ibun said, “Zenii, I see the sun’s red edge ahead.”

Preem flew them back above the clifftop. They must have traveled ten leagues, putting them beyond the news of the blind man falling off the Clovermouth cliffs. They had time for breakfast before they began the long walk to Otanmouth.

As Ibun chatted with Sarn, Preem kept to his own thoughts. Ahead lay his biggest endeavor. In his previous battle, he failed his kingdom. He silently prayed to Amira that this withered wizard would do better in Lowmouth than he did in Kefnu six years ago.
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Interview


Have you always been a fan of fantasy?

As a young man I was an avid reader of both science fiction and fantasy. But in my mid-twenties the pressures of work and family robbed me of the time to read. I did not start reading again until my children were in college, and I chanced to see the paperback copy of “Eye of the World” by Robert Jordan. The world of the Aes Sedai instantly captivated me, and I soon read the first six books (which were all that were published at that time).

So, it was the late great Robert Jordan that pulled me back into the wonderful world of speculative fiction, and that series has always held a special place in my heart.

Where did the idea for Defender of Vosj come from?

I was writing an anthology of fourteen short stories. Each was to be inspired by a title from the Wheel of Time series. The story that gave me the greatest difficulty to begin was the one to be inspired by the book title “Towers of Midnight”. Every idea I had, began with the towers being castle towers or watch towers, and I felt this was too close to the idea in the original book.

Then one day I thought about the towers being spaceships. From there I instantly thought about wizards taking magic from them, and a young girl being an apprentice to such a wizard. Within a day I had the idea roughed out in my head, I even knew the name of the girl, Brodia. To say it was a tidal wave of ideas would be an understatement. Never has a story idea so written itself as this one did. In a fortnight I had drafted a novella-length story.

But I also had the nagging feeling that Brodia had much more to say. But I needed the story to complete my anthology. For two months I went back and forth between keeping the novella for my anthology or expanding the novella into a novel. In the end, the novel won out, and I wrote a new novella that explored how apprentice Preem first learned to fly.

Since then, the novel expanded into four long books.

What were the biggest challenges in writing the DoV series?

I drafted the first novel six years ago and by the time I finished it the story was about 200,000 words. I drafted the next three novels in each of the following years before I began to process of finding an editor.

My editor said the first novel was too long for a debut novel. But I couldn’t leave vast swaths of Brodia’s story on the cutting room floor. So, after some failed attempts to reduce it, I had to split it in half. That required a new ending to the first half and a new beginning for the second story in the series.

In the end, it allowed me to further challenge Brodia and give her more room to explore her separation from Wizard Preem. I split each of the four novels in half to create an eight-book series. The splitting process took another year to complete. Throughout this process my writing craft improved.

What did you enjoy about writing the DoV series?

Every author hopes to find a character they can fall in love with. You see it in George R.R. Martin’s Daenerys Targaryen and Jon Snow (later he fell in love with Arya Stark). The result is prose that flows from the heart as the character passes through trial after trial to build their character. The writing gods blessed me with Brodia. The seventeen-year-old farm girl who has had the same impact on me. Her story was a pleasure to write, and she is champing at the bit to have the world read it too.

Now, by the fifth book, I’ve also fallen in love with the Jisana character and greatly enjoy discovering her story as I write the pages. I don’t believe any author fully knows where their characters are going to take them in the story.

What can we expect from the Defenders series?

The readers can expect to see Brodia and Jisana face many challenges as the wizard war between Harpin and Otanic expands. Things will not go Brodia’s way as she tests the wizard rules and what is possible. The war will sweep across the three kingdoms of Otanic, Harpin, and Jongiloc. New key characters will enter the fray. And not everyone will survive.
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First chapter from Withered Wizard


In the fourth kingdom of planet Vosj, in the sixth year of Queen Foliana’s reign, young Denizia’s nightmare would soon be over.

Meanwhile, the sudden summer shower whipped around Wizard Preem as he walked along the cart trail leading to Otanmouth thirty leagues ahead. Few people traveled this path, allowing him to avoid all human contact before the port city. The strong breeze swept over the clifftop thirty paces to his right, causing the rain to cut into the group of three travelers. Preem used his blanket like a shawl to keep the biting droplets from his black face. Of course, using magic to protect himself from what the Gods decreed was abhorrent to him.

Beside him, tall Ibun walked in the righthand cart track with Preem’s nephew, Sarn. In six years as his apprentice, Ibun had developed into a worthy wizard on the cusp of becoming a grand wizard. He only needed to find how to shimmer his magical fists before taking his own apprentice. Little Sarn was only twelve, too young to use magic, but events intervened two days ago to circumvent Preem’s long-held beliefs. So now the boy strode between them with his cap pulled down to shield his eyes from the shower. This was their first full day as a team, and Preem was satisfied with their progress away from Clovermouth.

Preem imagined the wind-whipped rain blinded his two companions, so he used the magic from the d’dec hidden in his boot to perceive the pathway, keeping them safe from the clifftop’s edge. No amount of rainfall could blind a blind man. He used that same perception to scan half a league ahead to ensure no other travelers were nearby. All day, his scans revealed a deserted trail, but this time, he sensed individuals approaching from a distance.

“Six people approach,” he said. “I don’t detect any d’decs.”

Ibun gave a simple acknowledgment of the unexpected information. He was a talented student, calm under pressure while fast to action when needed.

Preem noticed the shower ease as they walked. Soon it passed over them, followed by the sun warming his skin again. The travelers approaching them were a quarter league away now, leaving them ten minutes to prepare for the meeting.

“The fishing villages use this route to cart goods to or from Otanmouth,” Preem said. “Normal travelers don’t walk this way.”

“Should we hide?” Ibun asked. The forest was forty paces inland on their left. “We can disappear into the trees.”

Preem had grappled with this question since he first detected the group approaching them. He was debating with himself over hiding when his back-of-neck itch began. The Gods must want him to meet these travelers. “No. We will bid them a good afternoon before moving on. I sense something intriguing about them. However, we should suspend using magic until we are past them. Guide me, Apprentice Sarn.”

Preem took Ibun’s ornate walking stick fashioned in the shape of an eel climbing a stout stick. He rubbed his fingers over the realistic eel’s head carved by Ibun on the top. Ibun had removed his d’dec from the eel’s head, hiding it in his boot like Preem.

Sarn hooked his arm inside Preem’s elbow. As they trudged along, Preem wondered how this must appear to his nephew, who lived a quiet life in a fishing village just days ago. The boy confessed to wanting adventure, and here would be his second episode after escaping from enemy soldiers by falling off the cliff two days ago.

Since then, Preem asked Ibun to begin the boy’s training to become a wizard’s apprentice. Ibun professed his uncertainty about teaching the young boy, but Preem reminded him about his first lessons. “Do the same as Brodia did to instruct you,” Preem suggested. Two days later, Ibun enjoyed guiding the boy to improve his awareness of his surroundings. Each evening, Ibun helped Sarn prepare for that initial magical breakthrough.

The young boy was getting close to entering the mysterious cave that existed only in a wizard’s mind. The imaginary cave was the only way into Ibun’s d’dec that Sarn must hold six inches from his head. So far, the heavy curtains continued to resist his efforts to penetrate the cave. Preem smiled when he recalled Ibun’s nickname for his nephew. Squirt was a new tradition for a novice after Brodia gave the same name to Preem’s second apprentice, Roon, who was killed during the collapse of Kefnu Palace six years ago. So much had changed since then, yet much remained the same. Harpin was still his enemy, with Harpin’s grand wizard, Count Quon of Broditch, his mortal adversary.

Of course, Preem asked no questions about Sarn’s nightly progress after practicing with Ibun on the beach, as it represented the start of the sacred bond between teacher and student. Meanwhile, Preem continued Ibun’s training after Sarn fell asleep. He taught his apprentice how to communicate through the d’dec, a new skill developed by Preem’s five-year-old daughter. Ibun sent one syllable each second, while all he managed was ‘yes’ or ‘no’ through his d’dec. However, it illustrated a worthy beginning that would help Ibun discover the shimmering spearpoint.

Whenever Preem thought of his young daughter, Tresela, a melancholy wrapped around his heart. He missed his precocious daughter, who he may never see again. She was with her mother, Brodia, who was venturing north into Harpin. So it fell to him to attract Quon’s attention to give her time to deal a death blow to Harpin’s power.

As he walked with Sarn’s guidance, Preem wondered who else would travel this route near the edge of the cliffs. He chose this route to avoid individuals; perhaps the six travelers did too. If they were rebels, he might get help to reach Lowmouth. He asked several times if Sarn’s young eyes could see the strangers.

The news was disappointing when Sarn admitted to seeing blue dressed individuals in the distance. The color of Harpin’s military. Ibun again suggested finding a hiding place, but Preem said that option had passed.

“Be careful, young Sarn; remember I am Jastur. You two are my sons, taking me to Otanmouth to live,” Preem told them. “I believe the Gods want us to meet these soldiers, though I don’t understand why.” Sarn continued guiding Preem as Ibun confirmed it was four Harpin troops with a boy and a girl.

When Ibun stated that the teenage boy wore a bright yellow sash, Preem warned them not to react to any feelings of magic. “This apprentice has no d’dec to protect himself, so I cannot fathom his mission.”

Ibun expressed his concern, “Jastur, these soldiers may be searching for the mysterious blind man.”

“It is possible, though, that news may not have reached Otanmouth yet,” Preem said. “Ibun, do the talking. Say not a word, young Sarn, unless they ask you a direct question. Remember, always call me Papa.”

Three minutes later, he heard a soft voice. “Good day, travelers.” The boy’s speech carried a heavy Harpinian accent. “We don’t see many hikers on the road this far south.”

“We are taking our father to Otanmouth to visit his sister,” Ibun replied. Preem stopped when Sarn pulled back on his arm. He felt the sudden wave of magic from the Harpin boy’s head, though he had no d’dec to engage. Preem passed the boy’s test.

“Why doesn’t your father show me respect?” the boy asked.

“He is blind, sir. He doesn’t know who you are.” Then, to Preem, Ibun added, “Father, this is a wizard from the Academy.” Preem bowed.

“And your names?”

“I am Ibun, sir. My father’s name is Jastur, and my brother is Sarn.”

“You are wet,” the boy noted. Ibun said they walked through a brief shower minutes ago. “Your father will catch a chill if you do not build a fire to warm him,” the boy said. “The day is ending. I would appreciate new company if you care to join us.” Preem noted that neither the soldiers nor the girl said a word.

“We are in a hurry for Otanmouth, sir,” Ibun responded.

“Maybe, but we’ll only delay you a hand as the sun sets soon.”

Preem realized this wasn’t a request, so before Ibun could argue with the apprentice, Preem joined the conversation. “We would be pleased to hear fresh stories of the road or any news you have from Otanmouth, sir.”

“Very good. I saw a grove of trees where we can camp tonight,” the boy said. “I’m most curious to discover your stories, especially your story, old man.”

“Who am I addressing?” Preem asked as they began walking again, with Sarn guiding him. “I hear the crunching footsteps of others.”

“Apprentice Ween, yellow-sash of the Academy of Wizards,” Ween responded. “These others are of no consequence. A girl and four Harpin foot soldiers accompany me on my mission.”
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A hand later, Preem sat warming his feet at a fire that gave plenty of heat. Ween had spent some time asking him questions that became ever more pointed. Preem’s story was that he came from Twin Rocks, but after his wife died of a fever, he came south with his sons to find his sister living in Otanmouth. Ween asked several questions about Narbend and whether Preem had ever passed through this village. Preem assured Ween he had never traveled west of Twin Rocks. When the boy gave up his questioning, Preem sought any news in return, but the boy was evasive.

Now Preem relaxed by the fire. Ibun sat beside him with Sarn. Communication through the d’dec was impossible without Ween detecting their magic, so he communicated in whispers. He twisted to lie on his stomach, facing away from the fire.

“Are they watching us?” he asked Ibun, who mirrored his move.

“No.”

“I must talk to the girl. You should go for a walk with Sarn, leaving me behind.”

Ibun tapped Preem’s arm before turning back to the fire. “Come, my brother. Let’s go for our evening stroll.”

“Where are you going?” Ween asked. So Ibun explained he taught his brother about the stars each night. “I will have a soldier accompany you,” Ween stated.

“Are we under arrest?” Ibun asked.

“No. I just wouldn’t want any wild animals attacking you tonight. I have asked you to camp with us, so I feel responsible for your safety.”

“Very well.” Ibun stood with Sarn as a soldier joined them. Ibun began strolling along the road with Sarn. The Harpin trooper followed behind.

Preem estimated five minutes before he stood. “Nature calls for me. Will you guide me, young man?”

“The girl can guide you, old man,” Ween responded dismissively. “She will not look, will you Denizia?”

“No, master.”

Preem began moving away, tripping on a tree root before the girl took his arm. “Take me some distance, if you please.”

“Yes, sir.” The girl’s voice was light, but Preem sensed her fear.

He waited for them to stumble away before asking, “Do any of the soldiers follow?” She told him they were alone. “Good. Are they holding you against your wishes?” He could smell her fear as she hesitated to answer. “C’mon Denizia, be truthful with me. If these men enslave you, I will free you.”

“I’m indentured to them. At least that’s what Apprentice Ween tells me,” she said. “My father indentured me to a family, but they’re all dead now. Killed by these soldiers.” When Preem asked her why they killed the family, she said she didn’t know. “When they came one day, Ween ordered the soldiers to execute the family’s only son. The parents tried to stop them, so they killed them both.”

Preem listened to her words, fighting to keep his anger reigned in. The boy had murdered an entire family. He wondered why they kept the girl alive. “How do they treat you?”

“Terrible, sir. They make me lie with them, two every night,” she said. “Ween too. But he ain’t as bad as them big men.”

“Alright, Denizia. They won’t lie with you tonight because we’re here. Tomorrow, I’ll trick them into releasing you. Do the soldiers gamble?”

“They play a game of stakes. Hiding a stone under a cup. Makes no sense to me, but they play it at each village we pass through.”

“Good. You can take me back now,” he said, as he made a mental plan to thwart Ween.
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