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“The prejudices people feel about each other, disappear when they get to know each other.”
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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 the end of the fifth book, Return of the Defenders. The primary characters are bolded.

Grand Wizard Brodia Raffun: Brodia was a stubborn farmer’s daughter Wizard Preem chose as his apprentice. After Quon killed the king by collapsing the palace, she spent six years hidden in the Green Valley, raising her daughter, Tresela, and honing her skills as a wizard. Shortly before going into hiding, she killed Lihan, Quon’s first apprentice. But circumstances eventually forced her to leave the haven with her husband and friends so they can start to reclaim their lost kingdom. Brodia was now a grand wizard, taking Azaly as her apprentice. She is one of the Four Crowns.

Grand Wizard Preem Forma: Otanic’s Grand Wizard, Preem the Bone Crusher, loved Brodia and his daughter Tresela. But when he left the Green Valley, he separated from Brodia to create a diversion in the south with his second apprentice Ibun. In his home village, Preem discovered his nephew Sarn can also do magic. Preem is another member of the Four Crowns.

Jisana: She 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. Now she is a seventeen-year-old, knife-throwing, fearless fighter.


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. He is like an inseparable father to Jisana. Haam is a master swordsman.

Count Quon of Broditch: Crippled by Preem’s teacher, Wizard Sarn, decades ago, Quon still developed into Harpin’s powerful grand wizard, the first to accomplish the four-way split to create sixteen d’sur fists. Preem’s mortal enemy, 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. Now, after six years he has established the Academy of Wizards where he trains several boys to become wizards. He continues to search for his first apprentice, Lihan, who he thinks ran away.

Queen Foliana: The headstrong princess became queen when her parents and brother were killed in the palace collapse. Now she is married to the crown prince of Harpin, and has two young sons, Ricard and Saral.

Tresela: The daughter of two grand wizards, Brodia and Preem, she was born with magical talent that began to manifest itself when she was five years old.

Azaly: The little sister to Preem’s now-deceased wizard’s apprentice Roon, Azaly was a rebel determined to free Otanic from Harpin’s rule. She murdered a brown-sash apprentice named Jaal, and the green-sash wizard is determined to torture her to death. Azaly has latent magical powers and Brodia accepted her as her apprentice.

Ibun: A native of Lowmouth in Jongiloc, Preem took him as an apprentice at King Rullag’s request. After six years intense training, Ibun is on the cusp of becoming a grand wizard. He travels with his Zenii, Preem.

Green-sash Wizard Criv: The senior apprentice from the Academy, Criv is a cruel enforcer of Quon’s orders. It was Criv who discovered people living in the Green Valley.

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.
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Towers
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one
A Girl in Need


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 the brown cap, woven by his mother, pulled down to shield his ears 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 easing off 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. Days ago, 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 had 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 becoming a traditional name for a novice. 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. So far, Ibun could only manage ‘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 so she could ambush the fiend.

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, who had propped up his wollen hat to dry. 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 in acknowledgment 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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two
The Apprentice


Azaly fought against the massive curtains blocking her way into her mind’s imaginary cave. This was her sixth day battling the drapes, which she now saw as plain as any nightmare. But no matter what she did, she couldn’t ripple the heavy fabric.

Six days ago, she was pushed off the Novice Cliff by this amazing woman Brodia who sat nearby. Brodia was her Zenii, the hero of Otanic, the Green Wizard herself. Azaly still carried a green beret inside her jerkin, though Zenii forbade her from wearing it.

As Azaly felt the sweat building, a vague voice penetrated her awareness. “What color are the draperies?” Who said that? She went back to fighting the curtains guarding the dark cave. “What color are the drapes?” This time, she recognized Brodia’s voice.

What color? They are dark, so they have no color. Azaly concentrated on the fabric. What color do I want? Green would be friendly. So, she willed the curtain’s fabric to turn green in her imagination, like her beret.

As she watched, the curtains took on a faint hue. The edges were dark pink; a lighter pink washed across the surface. Why pink? The one hue that brought back images of eight women hanged in the market because they wore pink that morning. Azaly saw the little girl twisting in the breeze with her head pulled at death’s angle. And all because Azaly wore pink when she killed the brown-sash apprentice.

Azaly screamed at the curtains that only existed in her mind.

“That’s enough!” Zenii’s voice pulled Azaly back from the edge of insanity.

Azaly returned to reality as she pitched to one side. A firm hand bolstered her as she opened her eyes. She began sobbing.

“What happened?” Brodia asked once Azaly could support herself.

“The curtains were pink,” Azaly said through sobs that shook her body. “Why were they pink?”

“Is that all!” Zenii’s look of frustration stopped Azaly’s tears. “It’s just a color,” Brodia said. “What you add to that is your choice alone.”

“Then why give the curtains a color?”

“It helps make them real in your mind, which aids you in opening them,” she said. “Now try again.”

Azaly picked up the telescoping wand that had fallen from her hand. With its tip six inches from her head, she found the cave’s image in her memory, along with the heavy curtains tinged in pink, but this time, she rejected the pain that color invoked.

Once again, she reached with her imaginary hand to part the curtains. Once again, they ignored her commands. Damn them, she cursed in her mind.

After mentally pushing with no results except a growing frustration, she noticed the curtains ripple. The tips of fingers reached out through the drapes. Azaly eased her mind to that gap before nudging aside the drapes. She was in a cave so black she saw nothing. Then, a faint red glow snagged her awareness. It resolved itself into a multi-sided rock with smooth faces.

Another presence in the cave caught her attention. We can play now, the spirit said in Azaly’s mind. Tresela, Brodia’s five-year-old daughter, was speaking to her.

Shocked, Azaly dropped out of the d’dec in the telescoping wand to find Zenii smiling at her. “Well done,” Brodia said.

Did she know her daughter helped? A flush of guilt swept over Azaly. She almost apologized but only nodded her thanks. Once, before her teenage years, her big brother, Roony, helped her make a leather belt. He let her claim it as her own work, though she was sure her father knew it was a lie. That memory always rekindled two feelings. Accepting credit that day bore guilt, but the image of Roony brought deep love for her brother, the great Wizard Preem’s second apprentice. But then, the Palace collapse crushed Roony. For six years, she blamed Preem, the Bone Crusher, for Roony’s death until Zenii told her the truth about that painful day.

“We’ll move camp,” Zenii announced. “I’m certain that Kaan hasn’t followed us. We’ll walk to the top of the mirror lake.”

As Azaly rolled the blankets, she wondered if Brodia had waited these last six days until her success in entering the d’dec. Their camp stood in the short valley leading to the pass into this serene valley with the long lake that reflected the puffy clouds scudding across the clear blue sky of the Western Mountains.

Kaan had been her lover, though she didn’t love him that much. She was on her greatest adventure now, training as a wizard with a chance to avenge her brother’s death at the hands of Count Quon of Broditch, the Harpinian grand wizard. Kaan was a complication she didn’t want anymore.

“I’m glad the fool didn’t follow us,” she said to emphasize her feelings toward the young man.

“If he had, I would have stopped him forever,” Brodia said sotto voce. The tone left no doubt in Azaly’s mind that Kaan wouldn’t have survived entering this valley. Azaly said a quiet prayer to Amira to keep Kaan from seeking her out.

However, she didn’t understand why they came to this cloistered valley. Azaly asked Tresela, but she didn’t have any idea. While Brodia became taciturn the moment they entered this place.

“Zenii, did we come here for a reason?” she dared to ask Brodia.

“After six days, you ask me this,” Zenii replied. The sharpness of her tone surprised Azaly. “I will only say it’s part of an apprentice’s training. You must use magic to move something before we can leave. Work hard on your lessons.”

“Does it lead to the Midnight Towers?” Azaly asked.

“Who told you that?” Zenii asked. Azaly said her brother Roon mentioned the fabled towers once. “The tower’s location remains a secret that no wizard can divulge.” Brodia gave no other answer to Azaly’s question.

After Azaly rolled the blankets, Zenii did something she’d never seen before. Zenii buried the entire campfire before covering the ground with scattered pine needles. Azaly studied their campsite, seeing no obvious sign that anyone had stayed there. She wondered why the circumspect precaution.

“In this valley, we cover any sign of our presence,” Zenii replied to Azaly’s unasked question.

[image: image-placeholder]

Another three days passed at the new campsite beside a small river running into the lake’s western end. Azaly still did not know why Zenii brought them to this peaceful valley. But Tresela enjoyed playing at the lake’s stony shore.

Azaly spent four hands each day sweating as she worked to control the d’sur waves emanating from the d’dec in the telescoping wand. Brodia guided her, encouraging her to grasp the glowing stone inside the imaginary cave. Azaly could now slip into the cave in seconds, but she couldn’t hold that stone with the smoldering edges.

When she wasn’t practicing, Azaly watched over Tresela as the little girl played. The only game Brodia forbade her daughter playing was skipping stones over the lake’s placid surface. So, Tresela most wanted to play this game.

During the times Azaly watched Tresela’s playing, Brodia was gone. She never saw her Zenii walk away. But each time she watched Tresela, if she glanced back at the camp, Zenii was nowhere in sight. She began to take this abandonment as a personal affront. After three days of vanishing, she was ready to confront her teacher.

As the apprentice, Azaly’s duties included getting up first to prepare breakfast. This morning, she woke as the sky grayed before scurrying to have food warmed for her Zenii. Her morning lessons began when the sun crested the mountaintops east of the lake. Today’s class was the same as yesterday. Azaly held the wand’s tip six inches from her forehead before entering the d’dec’s cave which she could only see in her mind.

On the soil by her knee was a leafy twig. Her task was to compress the d’sur waves until they moved that twig. She tried different mental images, but none caused a change in the waves. She half-heard Brodia’s encouraging words that seemed to drift from across the lake. But the advice suggested touching the mysterious stone inside the cave. But how?

As she pondered the problem, Azaly sensed something holding her imaginary hands. It pulled her right hand to one of the stone’s edges, where the warmth comforted her. The strange presence pushed Azaly’s palm against the stone, causing the d’sur waves to compress.

“Tresela, stop!”

The sharp words from Zenii caused Azaly to lose concentration. Her mind slipped out of the d’dec like bird poop. Back in reality, Azaly saw Tresela staring at her mother, who glared back.

“Azaly must learn magic by herself,” Zenii said.

The mother-daughter conversation continued inside the d’dec. Azaly felt like cheese being fought over by two mice as she gagged at the potent magic they used. After experiencing Tresela speaking through the d’dec, Azaly knew the pair were fighting. Then, without warning, Tresela got up to run away, but her mother stopped her.

“Let me tell you about an apprentice wizard named Yarin,” Zenii said aloud. Her voice had calmed after her initial anger. “He was evil, killing young women because he enjoyed it. When we first fought, he was stronger than me, but he had a weakness. When I realized what that vulnerability was, I killed the bastard. His d’dec now sits in the tip of my wand.”

“What was his flaw?” Azaly asked, sensing her Zenii wanted to complete the parable.

“He never learned to hold his wand away from his head. This lazy brute wouldn’t endure the pain or frustration of learning something new.” As Brodia paused, Azaly let her words sink in. “Never let your weakness define you to your enemies,” Zenii concluded.

“I will teach myself, Zenii,” Azaly said. “I won’t rely on others helping me. One day, I must be strong enough to avenge Roony’s death.”

“You will learn by listening to your Zenii,” Brodia corrected. “It’s why you can have only one lord. I will guide you, so you have to learn each method. Now rest until noon, then begin again.”

After the noon repast, Azaly placed the wand’s tip by her head. She was determined to find the method herself. Tresela gave her a clue, convincing Azaly she could affect the d’sur waves. Inside the mysterious cave, she reached out to the stone. At first, it felt clumsy, like picking up a pebble with your toes. But as she repeatedly tried, she found her imaginary hands more responsive. The world had no meaning inside that cave, but two hands passed as Azaly fought inside the d’dec’s dark lair.

She stroked the stone’s smooth surface until her external sight perceived the d’sur waves compressing. By adjusting her fingers on the stone, Azaly could direct this compression at the twig that rocked in response.

Was that her imagination? Did the twig move by the slightest fraction?

“That’s it,” Zenii said, confirming what Azaly hoped was true.

She tried gripping the stone tightly, but her hands were too weak. Again, she squeezed, causing the waves to compress a fraction more. Then the twig slid an inch. A whole inch! Azaly pushed harder, fighting the stone that tried to squirm away from her imaginary hands. The twig moved another two inches but then wouldn’t move again.

“That’s enough,” Zenii said from beside her. But Azaly wanted more. She was determined to push that twig into the fire. She only needed to move it another six inches. “That’s all I said! You must learn to do as I ask if you are to remain my apprentice.”

Azaly stopped, chagrined by the abruptness of her Zenii’s chastisement.

After the sun had set, Azaly was practicing again. Zenii wanted her to enter the d’dec to move the twig in two seconds. She could smell the roasting squirrels as she practiced entering the d’dec to grip the stone. At first, it took her five seconds, but soon she could do it in three seconds. Dinner had to wait until Azaly was fast enough. Tresela played in the dirt near the fire. Azaly suppressed the sense that she was letting Tresela go hungry as she worked on slipping through the curtains with her hands ready to grip the stone.

The Time Star moved another hand before Azaly’s speed satisfied her Zenii. That night, she slept the sleep of the exhausted. She had forgotten to ask her Zenii why she left Azaly alone with Tresela during large portions of the day. But a new question had arisen: why the sudden increase in lesson intensity?
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three
The Gambler


Preem woke before the sun rose on the morning after encountering Ween and the Harpin soldiers. He stayed under his blanket until Ibun shook him to tell him the sun had risen. “Argue against my gambling this morning,” he whispered. “Act like the protective son, but don’t anger them. Once I start betting, make ready to leave. We’ll discover how greedy these soldiers are.”

His hatred of the Harpinian travelers had only intensified overnight. They would use the young girl until they tired of her, then slaughter her. Harpin’s occupation was harsh on the innocent. As he thought about his school lessons with Elder Thoum, Preem couldn’t recall any occupiers who weren’t harmful to the defeated land. Harpin wasn’t better or worse than others. But many innocent people died at the hands of the meanest Harpinians.

After breakfast, he said aloud, “We continue to Otanmouth today. Will you be going west, Ween?”

“It’s the mission my guru gave me, old man. But if you pay me two crowns, we can escort you to Otanmouth.”

Preem smiled. The boy no doubt planned to ask more questions before having them killed during the night. Still, the offer gave him an opening. “A tempting proposition, young man. But a gambler needs all of his purse.”

“You’re a stakes player?” Ween said, his interest rising.

“Dad, not here. You promised,” Ibun said. Preem smiled to himself, convinced Sarn must wonder what in the name of the Gods was happening.

“Quiet you,” Ween snapped. “Now, Jastur, did you say you like to gamble? Because my soldiers love to wager, too.”

The conversation bounced between Preem, Ween, and Ibun, who kept to his part well. Soon, Preem agreed to play a few rounds of ‘stone and cups’ with the soldiers, eager to earn more coins. They agreed on an initial wager of two eighths.

Preem heard three cups placed on a wooden board before dropping a pebble under a cup. “My son will watch to ensure you don’t cheat a blind man.” He felt for a quarter crown in his purse before dropping it on the board.

He listened as the soldier shuffled the cups around, moving in an intricate, rapid pattern. “Pick one,” the soldier announced. Preem selected the middle one. He lost.

“Again!” he called out, dumping another bet on the board. The man shuffled again. Preem picked the right-hand cup. Wrong again!

The soldiers offered Preem their wineskin, which he drank from, joking with the soldiers as he suggested raising the stakes despite Ibun’s pitiful appeal to stop. He lost three more times, the last with stakes of a crown.

“What bet now, old man?” one soldier asked, jingling his purse.

Preem hefted his purse before saying, “I’ll wager this purse against the girl. I desire a woman’s comfort again, and she sounded so young last night.”

“Dad, don’t. That’s all our savings,” Ibun said.

“It’s a wager,” the soldier said, not chancing a change of heart.

After dropping his purse on the board, Preem listened as the soldier shuffled the cups with the small stone under one. When they stopped, he announced, “The middle one.” The soldier cursed as Preem took back his purse. “C’mon Denizia, we leave for Otanmouth. Please be my guide.”

As she guided him along the road, Preem heard Ween yelling at the soldier, calling him all the names that would offend even the Gods. Ibun told him that the soldiers continued to argue with the apprentice as Preem warned Denizia to walk faster. Soon, they passed around a bend beyond the enemy’s sight.

“That Ween won’t give up, sir. He’s a mean one,” she said from beside Preem. “How did you know which cup to choose?”

“The game deceives good eyes, not good ears,” he replied. “We must hurry as we keep a watchful eye for him.” Denizia continued to walk fast as she held his elbow. After a moment, he warned the girl, “You just stay by me while my son deals with them, should they come.”

Later, the four troopers stepped from a small clump of bushes before them. Ween stood behind the soldiers. Denizia squeezed Preem’s arm in fear. Relieved the soldiers would settle the issue, Preem whispered that things would be fine.

“We’ll take the girl back,” Ween said. “And your purse.”

“Is this what your guru ordered,” Preem said. “I can report your behavior to Otanmouth’s elder.”

The apprentice laughed. “It isn’t wise to threaten me, old man. I have orders to kill any blind men I meet. We’ve killed one such fool in Otanmouth, so your death won’t trouble me. Then we’ll take your youngest son, who is of an age to indenture.”

Preem used his magic to reach out to the men ten paces in front of them. The soldiers had their swords drawn. Ween yelled, “KILL HIM!”

But the order came too late. Ibun dropped all four troopers before wrapping Ween in a cocoon. Denizia squeezed Preem’s arm so hard she stopped the blood reaching his fingers. “It’s alright, Denizia. They will never hurt you again.”

“You’re Lihan.” Ween said. “My Zenii told me about you. You’re his cowardly first apprentice who’s blind.”

“The Gray Wizard. Quon thinks the Gray Wizard still lives. That’s interesting to know. Why did you kill the family Denizia was living with?” The yellow-sash shook his head with defiance in his eyes. But the boy misjudged magic’s power. “Ibun, help him talk,” Preem said. Ibun squeezed the cocoon as Ween screamed like a bully who had met someone bigger. “We can kill you inch by inch, young man.”

“My Zenii ordered me to find anyone who reacted to the magic,” Ween said. “Harpin won’t allow any Otanic wizards.”

“I see. So, you were to murder everyone you found? Boys or girls?”

“Those were my orders.”

The answer angered Preem, so he relaxed his mind before saying, “I want to know about this Academy.” Ween shook his head again, which was a silly gesture, given his situation. “Ah, but you will, Apprentice Ween. You’ll tell me because not telling me will be more painful than your young mind can imagine.” Apprentice Ween screamed as Ibun squeezed the cocoon. He held it, preventing the boy from breathing.

When Ibun eased the pressure, the boy gasped in some breaths. “Now, Apprentice Ween,” Preem began, “I want to know what magic you can do. Can you split a fist or create a spearpoint?”

Ween’s resistance was gone as he described how a yellow-sash can’t split a d’sur fist but can create a spearpoint. The browns can do a single split, while greens can fly by doing the double-split. Preem learned Criv was the highest apprentice who only had the green-sash.

So, Quon hadn’t trained a new grand wizard since the collapse of Kefnu Palace. It meant no Harpin wizard could do the triple split or make his spearpoints shimmer. “Thank you, Apprentice Ween.”

“Are you going to let me go? I won’t tell my guru I saw Lihan the Gray Wizard.”

“You won’t be saying anything to your Zenii. War is cruel, young man. You killed innocent people.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Wizards don’t apologize.” Preem sent a shimmering spearpoint through Ibun’s cocoon and Ween’s heart. When Ibun released him, Ween flopped onto the roadbed like a wet rag. “Strip the bodies. We’ll burn the clothes and feed the bodies to the fish. Search them for any purses, Denizia.”

Preem found a silver-stone as they pulled the clothes from Ween’s body. He had expected as much. It posed a different problem compared to the bodies.

Once the fire raged, they tossed on the clothes to burn away. “Ibun. Drop the five bodies two leagues out to sea before finding us on the road east of here.”

After Ibun left, Denizia gave him five purses. Two were stuffed with crowns from the two kingdoms. Judging by the purse weights, these Harpinians robbed many families. Preem told Sarn and Denizia to stay by him as he began striding toward Otanmouth again. Denizia wanted to guide him again, but he said he no longer needed it.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“A friend,” he replied with a cryptic smile.

As he walked along, he sent the silver-stone three leagues inland. Let that confuse the Count, he thought.

As he ran through Ween’s encounter in his mind, Preem saw Ibun had performed well. His intelligence and speed of wit were what he had hoped for.

Ibun will make a good Zenii for little Sarn when I’m gone.
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four
Tricked


Azaly woke, satisfied with her success last night. Of course, entering the d’dec in two seconds was too slow, but it felt like she was becoming a true wizard. However, she still had to be up first to prepare breakfast.

It didn’t surprise Azaly when she saw Zenii concealing the old campsite as she called to move to a new location. Something about this pristine valley soaked into her soul, bringing a curious mixture of calm one minute and fervent anticipation the next. Zenii created a new campsite a hundred paces from the base of a series of five waterfalls stepping down a narrow valley with sheer sides. Azaly refrained from asking if it was the legendary Valley of the Towers, feeling it inappropriate.

That afternoon, Zenii commanded Azaly to practice alone while she took her daughter for a long stroll along the lakeside. Azaly welcomed the chance to work on her magic without prying eyes judging her. She entered the d’dec before moving leaves lying on the floor. Moving leaves was too easy, so she placed a piece of wood on the ground. At first, it only wobbled, so she pressed harder on the stone, willing the d’sur waves to compress. She saw the waves squeezing together just before the wood chip tumbled twice across the ground.

Although she tried very hard, Azaly could move nothing bigger than the piece of wood before Zenii returned with her daughter three hands later. One look at Tresela’s glum face said that something had upset her. Zenii gave no more lessons that day. Azaly went to sleep, aware of the chill between mother and daughter.

In the morning, Azaly woke at first light, only to find Zenii talking to Tresela in hushed tones. The embers from last night’s fire sent wispy trails of smoke into the morning gloom.

“Morning Zenii, Tres.”

“It’s the duty of the junior apprentice to wake first so they can have breakfast ready for their Zenii,” Brodia snapped as a greeting.

“I’m sorr–”

“And don’t apologize!”

“I’m ... I’ll do better.”

Azaly felt terrible about waking after her Zenii, though she also thought Zenii’s reaction was more than a little unfair. However, unfairness was part of her life for the last three years since she lived as one of Kefnu’s street folk. She let the sense of being wronged slip from her shoulders. With a shrug, she began rekindling the fire to prepare tea.

As they ate dried meat with their hot tea, Azaly listened to Zenii saying she would leave them alone in the camp for the day. Azaly was to watch Tresela like a goose watches her gooselings. She promised to return in the evening.

All the week’s frustrations boiled in Azaly. Her Zenii was the hero of her dreams, but it wasn’t fair to treat her like a sewer rat, hidden from the light of understanding. “You said we were going somewhere Kaan must not follow. Are these five falls the storybook place called the Valley of the Towers?”

“This is called the Valley of the Five Falls,” Zenii replied. “I will climb past the fourth fall to find that Valley of the Towers. No wizard should fly to the hidden valley as they must earn the trip. I will return tonight. So, I ask you to stay here to protect Tresela,” Zenii added. Azaly wanted to go, but a glance at Tresela’s glum face indicated her mother had already rejected her request. “I’m going there alone. It’s my time this time. Seven years ago, it wasn’t my time, just as it isn’t your time now.”

Zenii picked up a walking stick she made last night. When she hugged Azaly goodbye, she whispered, “If I don’t return, take my daughter to find her father. I trust you with her life.”

“I promise, Zenii,” Azaly replied, even as Brodia’s words swirled in her head.

After giving Tresela a big hug, she walked into the narrow valley. Soon, she was climbing the rocky face of the first waterfall. As Azaly watched, she remembered Zenii’s words about flying. Now she understood the philosophy behind working hard as an apprentice.

Zenii disappeared when she reached the top of the first fall. Then Azaly saw her again, climbing the second waterfall. She continued to watch until her teacher was a dot near the top of the fourth fall. Meanwhile, Tresela ran around, playing games. Once Zenii was over the fourth fall, she didn’t reappear.

Turning away from the campfire, Azaly threw a pebble in front of her before trying to move it through the d’sur waves. The waves compressed but didn’t shift the stone. She was at her limit. How did Zenii move such heavy things? she asked herself.

Tresela was too busy playing a game by herself to pay Azaly any attention. “Tres?” The girl glanced up. “How do you strengthen it?”

“The wand is too close.”

Azaly moved the tip further away but couldn’t get through the curtains. She was about to ask for help when Tresela stopped playing to stare at the waterfalls. Azaly experienced a sense of danger as she watched Tresela. She was afraid the girl was going to disobey her mother.

“Let’s play hide and seek,” Azaly said. “You can hide first.”

Tresela disappeared among the trees near the lake’s shore. As Azaly sought the little girl dressed in pants with a dirty brown smock over the top, she gazed across the lake, searching for the source of her unease, but the area was empty.

Tresela was always good at this game, but Azaly found her in the first place she looked.

“Your turn to hide,” the girl said.

Azaly ran off to hide behind some rocks she’d found yesterday. She expected Tresela to find her soon, as this spot wasn’t a good hiding place. Her heart wasn’t into the game. In fact, she felt something terrible was happening. But she played her part to distract Tresela.

After several minutes with no sign of Tresela, Azaly became concerned. She walked out of her hiding place. “TRESELA,” she called. No response. She jogged through the trees, a sense of desperation rising in her heart.

On an impulse, she checked the first waterfall. There, near the top, she saw Tresela climbing. “WAIT!” she screamed, but Tresela continued to scramble up the rocky face.

Azaly ran to the waterfall and began climbing. She wasn’t good at it, but fear drove her up. She took risks to catch up. At the top of the first fall, she caught sight of Tresela halfway up the second.

“Tresela, wait for me,” she called out, but the little girl kept climbing.

Azaly ran to start the second climb. This was harder, but she pushed on, frantic to catch up. She didn’t call out again, knowing the same fears drove Tresela.

By the top of the third fall, she had closed the gap. But Tresela still reached the top of the fourth fall before her. As she peeked over the top, she saw Tresela running into an opening to her left. Azaly hurried to follow her into a forbidding gulley that disappeared around a bend at its end. The sense of doom almost overwhelmed her.
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five
Retin


Five days ago, after crossing the Wan River, Jisana had orchestrated the reduction of her rebel band to the two men she trusted. Haam, the giant swordsman, was like her father. She grew under his tutelage from preteen to seventeen-year-old woman. Todin was a much newer friend, but he earned her respect in the few months she knew him. Besides being fearless when engaging the enemy, he was an excellent archer. A skill that supplied a venison feast last night and left them with four small sacks of smoked deer meat.

Five days ago, she parted company with Captain Rolan of the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. The captain would take his fellow Brothers northwest to find the mysterious general of the Brotherhood. Jisana felt genuine hope that her rebels could coordinate their efforts with the Brotherhood to free Otanic from Harpin’s rule. They agreed to communicate through notes left at the Queen’s Maid tavern near Kefnu’s East Gate.

Now, she planned to let Todin guide them through this forest until they were as close to the capital of Kefnu as possible. Then, it would be a quick ride through the city’s eastern gate. But an unexpected cart path brought a new possibility. She looked in both directions as the cart tracks disappeared amongst the old beech trees.

They sat on their stolen cavalry horses as they studied this pathway that crossed their route through the eerily quiet eastern forest. The rain began soon after breaking camp in the woods, so the idea of finding shelter was more than appealing to Jisana.

“What do you think?” she asked Todin, whose forest craft she trusted.

“It’s probably too well traveled for a single farm but not used enough for a large village. I would guess only one wagon each week,” Todin said. “I’ve heard rumors of village hamlets nestled in these woods to avoid the Harpinian invaders.”

Jisana made a spontaneous decision, turning her horse to walk along the cart path, going deeper into the forest. The other two joined her. Todin took the point position before she even requested it. It left her riding beside Haam, whose size made his horse look like a pony.

“What’re you thinking?” he asked as they rode so close she could reach out her boot to touch his shin.

“Maybe it leads to where we can hide for a fortnight while the news of our ambush near Widemouth dies away. We can also gather information about Otanic or Harpin,” she replied, speaking loud enough for Haam to hear her over the heavy patter of the raindrops falling from the beech leaves. “I’ve thought about finding a hideout away from the city. At the worst, it could waste a couple of days.”

As she rode in the rainfall, Jisana kept reminding herself to only worry about what might happen today. Starting a rebellion seemed daunting whenever she allowed her thoughts to drift into the future. Wizard Preem once said he viewed her as a leader of men, which she laughed at, but now, the weight of that reality scared her daily. Somehow, she’d guided her group a hundred leagues from Narbend to Widemouth. But when the Harpin cavalry ambushed them outside Widemouth, she decided secrecy rather than drum beating was the best way to reach her destination. So, she reduced the size of her rebel band until they entered the capital city.

The sudden end of the forest surprised her. Standing at the edge, Jisana saw two small farms ahead, with the cart path passing between them. Half a league further, she saw five buildings huddled around the road to form a small hamlet serving the few farms here. She waited for her companions to express their opinions.

“They must all love their independence,” Haam noted beside her. “Why else would you try to scratch an existence in an untamed forest.”

“We can hide for a week or two,” Todin added. “Give the searchers time to think we disappeared up north.” She smiled at Todin’s ability to express her thoughts.

“Then it’s agreed,” she said. “We’ll explore this place to become friends with the people here.”

She began walking her black mare along the tracks to the hamlet, trying to appear carefree. Haam and Todin fell in on either side of her. Despite the rain obscuring the scene, she kept her eyes on the buildings, waiting for some reaction. None came, so she soon stared at the hamlet’s small tavern. It had no name except Tavern painted blue above its single unpainted door. Tied up outside were two saddled horses. Todin pulled up his horse with a sharp warning to back off.

Jisana gazed at the horses through the steady rainfall. Todin was convinced the saddles belonged to the Harpin militia, which was awful news. After cursing her luck under her breath, she turned back from the tavern. Gathering information was valuable. Not being discovered was vital. Yet the idea of fooling some of the enemy’s militia appealed to her.

A glance at Haam produced a shrug from the gentle giant. “Are you certain?” she asked Todin.

“The shape of the saddles gives them away, especially the top flap. It’s cut more square than round. These saddles scream out ‘militia’ just as our saddles say we’re Harpinian cavalry.” Todin explained. “It won’t be good if any militia sees our mounts.”

By the Gods, she wanted to enter that tavern, but can she mitigate the risks? “Take our horses to the barn and hide the saddles,” she told Todin. “Haam will guard the door while I go inside to talk to the innkeeper.”

After dismounting, she used her blanket as a shawl to keep the rain off. Haam stood beside her with his sword wrapped in his blanket. Although tall for a woman, Haam stood a head taller. Todin disappeared around the corner, leading the three horses. Jisana strolled over to the two militia horses to study the saddles. She ran her fingers along the edge of the top flap. As Todin warned, she found the squared corners. She made a mental note to recognize such a saddle in the future.

“Ready?” she asked. Haam nodded in agreement.
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She glanced at the words above the door. She’d never seen a tavern without a name or a shingle. This hamlet wasn’t expecting any strangers to pass through. Jisana opened the single door that creaked on its hinges. Inside, the air felt musty from the damp.

At a corner table, four men turned their heads to watch Jisana. The men wore metal-studded leather jerkins, with swords hanging from their hips. After a glance, she ignored the men at the table while she shook the rain off her blanket-shawl. Another glance at the table revealed three of the militia had returned their attention to their beer tankards. The men spoke too loud with strong Harpin accents.

One man continued to stare at her with a lecherous expression. She noted the pattern of metal studs on his jerkin, visualizing the iron handle of her knife protruding between two studs.

After shaking out her shawl, Jisana sauntered to the bar, a broad plank of wood resting on three upturned barrels. Behind the bar, a medium-sized man glanced at her with a warm smile, but when his eyes darted to the table of militia, she recognized his hatred for these individuals.

“Good day, lass, only a few travelers find Retin,” the forty-ish innkeeper said. Behind him, Jisana saw a woman moving about the kitchen preparing food. It reminded her how hungry she was. “Can I pour you a drink?” the innkeeper asked.

“I was looking for a room for a few nights.”

“Sorry, miss, but they took our only accommodation,” he said, indicating the militia. Then, in a whisper, he added, “They have a boy traveling with ‘em. Damn, these Harpinians.”

Jisana glanced back at the table where the men laughed at some private joke. Even the lecherous one had lost interest in her. However, she didn’t see a child with them. Keeping her conversation with the barkeep secret, she asked, “Are there any more of these Harpin bastards?” the innkeeper shook his head. “Where’s the boy?”

“In the room. He’s been bad sick with a fever since he arrived two days ago. He may not live through another night.”

The innkeeper’s words juxtaposed with the merriment of the militiamen, making her wonder if these fools cared about the boy? “What does your village physician say?” she asked.

“We ain’t got no doctor here,” he said with a solemn head shake. “The boy’s on his own.”

The boy’s fate was none of her business, but it allowed her to learn about Harpin’s control of Otanic by getting on these Harpin militiamen’s good side. It should be easy to lead by the nose the one interested in her. She could tell the locals liked this boy too. She decided she could still stay here, so long as she kept Todin’s presence secret. “I travel with a healer. He can check on the boy.”

“That be up to them men, miss. Good looking kid, I would hate to see him die of the fever.”

“I’ll be back; say nothing to the militia.” Jisana strode outside. Haam held his rolled blanket, ready to pull his sword. He stood under the tavern’s eve to shelter from the rain.

Across the dirt road, she spotted Todin in the shadows between two buildings. He had an arrow notched. “Haam, there are four Harpin militiamen in the tavern. They’re traveling with a boy who’s got a fever. If we try to help, we can get some information.” Todin started to cross over, but she held up her hand to stop him. She signaled for him to sneak back to the barn, where his secret presence meant the three could manage these militiamen.

Back inside with Haam, she strolled back to the bar. The four militia paid more attention to the imposing sight of Haam. “You got a sick boy?” Haam asked loud enough for the men to hear. The barkeeper nodded.

“What’s that to you?” a militiamen asked.

Haam turned to face the table, leaning his backside against a barrel. “I’m a traveling physician, so I came to see if anyone needed help here.”

“The girl can check him,” the lecherous one said. “I’ll take her up myself.”

“I’m not a physician, but my father is,” Jisana said, keeping her raspy voice light.

“He don’t seem like no doctor,” the first militiaman said. Jisana guessed he was the leader.

“What do you know about how doctors look?” Haam said, dismissing the leader’s comment. “If you don’t need help, then why care what I am?”

The men returned to talking in hushed tones. Then, the leader said, “You can examine him, but we’ll accompany you.”

Holding the rolled blanket in his beefy left hand, Haam followed two men up the stairs. Jisana watched the militia leader and the lecher, who went back to chatting, though now they spoke in subdued tones. As she slipped her hand inside her jerkin to grip one of her knives, the barkeeper watched her but said nothing.

Jisana struck up a private conversation with the barkeep. “My name’s Jisana.”

“Name’s Bron,” he replied. “In truth, is your father a physician?”

“He’s a healer who’s good with sick people. If he can save the boy, he will,” she said. Bron expressed his hope that Haam could save the little boy. “Is the boy from Harpin?” she asked. Bron shrugged his shoulders. After glancing at the table, Jisana whispered, “Are they mean to the boy?”

“They don’t seem to care one way or the other. But they don’t let him outta their sight.”

She waited for Haam to return, listening for any sound showing he was in trouble. She sidled closer to the bottom of the stairs, where she could drop the men if fighting started upstairs.

Meanwhile, she wanted to gather more information. After pondering how she could turn the conversation to recent history, she decided on a question. “You never named your tavern?”

“Nothing ever came to mind.”

“You could try The Green Wizard,” she suggested, sotto voce.

“Aye, I could,” Bron whispered. “And a fine name it would be. But I don’t want no trouble with them bastards from Harpin. If you know what I mean.”

“How about The Four Crowns, then?” Jisana said. Bron’s puzzled expression amused her. “That name will be famous in our war against Harpin,” she whispered. “If you’re for Otanic, that would be a name no Harpinian knows.”

“Who are you, miss?”

Jisana didn’t answer. Instead, she pulled out her silver crown to show the barkeeper the cross etched on its back. “It looks like this for when you paint the shingle.”

As Bron studied the coin, Haam began descending the stairs. Jisana slipped the coin back into her pocket.

“We need cool water to reduce his fever. Do you have a water trough outside, barkeep?”

“Aye, I do.”

“I’ll bring him down,” Haam said. “We still have time if we move fast.”

And so, the battle to save a boy began in a hamlet’s one-room tavern. Jisana went with Haam to help bring the boy down. The four militiamen stood back to let Jisana and Haam take over. But they never left the boy alone with them.
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six
Searchers


Quon flew over Kefnu’s North Gate, low enough for travelers to know the famous grand wizard of Harpin was in the city. It had been a busy ten days after King Tarik gifted him a cavalry regiment. In that time, he provided clear instructions for the cavalry’s commanding colonel, organized the army encamped at Wan Garrison, and lastly delivered the Crown Prince to the garrison yesterday to begin the march on Riverend Castle, where they rumored little Prince Ricard was a prisoner.

Of course, Quon knew the four-year-old prince wasn’t in Riverend because he was the mastermind behind the kidnapping. He planned to use the boy to control both thrones because Prince Ricard was the first legitimate heir to both thrones. Holding the little boy meant being the defacto power behind the two most powerful realms. However, knowing the boy wasn’t at Riverend Castle didn’t mean he knew where he was. The four militia kidnappers had vanished into Otanic’s eastern forest.

Quon came to Kefnu to organize a search for the prince using his regiment of Harpinian cavalry, which should have arrived two days ago.

He soon reached his residence on North Street beside the Crossed Keys tavern. Inside, he caught a young housemaid’s attention, ordering her to escort him to his library. He found his wheeled chair inside the library, allowing him to relax while the housemaid stood fiddling with her hands by the door. She wore a pink scarf, symbolizing Otanic’s resistance to Harpin’s rule. Or was it?

Over a life of discoveries, Quon knew assumptions limited a wise man’s understanding. “Why do you wear a pink scarf?” he asked, keeping his voice friendly.

“To remember the twenty-five pink ladies hanged for wearing pink one day,” she replied. “Those women had no friends to grieve them, so we mourn them by wearing pink each day. By remembering them, we assure them a place in the Halls of the Gods.”

Although her words struck Quon as puerile, he accepted she spoke what she believed, so the other ladies in Kefnu must think the same. It offered him a way to improve his image in Otanic. “The Chief Justice was barbaric to hang those twenty-five innocent women. While the pink assassin was a coward for letting them hang for her,” he said. “I am certain the Gods welcomed the twenty-five ladies in pink into the Halls because they were guiltless.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

Quon dismissed the maid, telling her to send his butler, Polod, to him. Once alone, he settled on a simple ploy to show sympathy for Otanic, even if he felt none. As he waited for his butler, he wrote two formal letters. One letter requested an audience with Queen Foliana while he addressed the other to the colonel of the cavalry regiment.

When Polod arrived, Quon asked him to send in Apprentice Criv before sending someone to find his beggar spy, Lom.

Once his green-sash apprentice arrived, Quon asked for an update on quelling the rebels in the western village of Narbend. As he expected, the news was inconclusive. Despite a robust military presence in the west, they found no rebel encampment. Without Lihan’s activities in the Barrens, Quon might think the rebel rumors were false.

However, another aspect of the recent Narbend events interested him, “What of the blind man?”

Criv shook his head. “No one knows. He vanished along with the teenager and little girl. I’m sure it wasn’t a coincidence, Zenii.”

“Of course not. Did you spread the warning?”

“I flew to the garrisons around the fourth kingdom, so each can describe those we seek. I ordered them held in a garrison for our interrogation. Soon, we will have them under arrest, Zenii.”

“Maybe, Wizard Criv. It’s possible this villain will fight his way out of any attempt to seize him. It is important not to wait for his capture but stay alert for any soldiers being killed under mysterious circumstances.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

Criv’s report disappointed Quon, though he had expected it. Several times each day, his own scans of the area revealed nothing except Wizard Criv’s movements around the kingdom. Lihan had gone to ground, so Quon would have to extract him from whatever hole he’d crawled into.

“We have a new mission,” Quon said. “Baron Rigas has kidnapped young Prince Ricard. I don’t believe they delivered him to Riverend, though Crown Prince Katan is heading there with an army to take the castle. Our task is to search between here and Riverend for any militiamen holding the young prince.”

Quon told Criv he would have a hundred mounted cavalry to facilitate the search on the ground while he flew overhead to look for any movement. He was to take the prince to the Academy before sending Quon a message. “Secrecy is of the utmost importance,” Quon concluded. “You must not tell the students or leave witnesses, including the militia holding the boy.”

“What if the cavalry or a village finds him?” Criv asked.

“No witnesses, Wizard Criv. This is a most delicate matter that I entrust to you.” Quon looked at his uneasy student, whom he discovered working in a foul-smelling tannery five years ago. “This is a part of your training for when you are the grand wizard.”

“As you command, Zenii.”

“Bring the map of northeast Otanic so we can go over your search area.”

Quon watched Criv search through the map scrolls. The story of what he did to a ten-year-old girl in Narbend disturbed Quon. Seven years ago, he had a perverted student that endangered Quon’s reputation. Now, Criv posed a similar concern. He should identify an alternative student in case Criv can no longer be heir to Quon’s Academy.

Criv selected a map to unroll on the library table. The map covered the northeast quadrant of Otanic from the Otan River to the Jongiloc border. Half the map included the East Forest.

“This forestland offers the kidnappers excellent cover,” Quon said as he pointed to the map that contained no details within the eastern woods. “Some farmers have formed forest villages, so send patrols to these hamlets. One may contain the prince.”

Criv nodded, deep in thought. Quon guessed he was thinking of having to kill any villagers. But no other way could keep the prince’s whereabouts secret.

“As you command, Zenii.” Criv rolled the map.

A hand later, Polod let him know Lom was outside. The nervous beggar boy had no rumors about the prince, though the blind man’s news was better.

“We’s hears that three blind men be arrested, m’lord,” Lom said.

“Very well, young Lom,” Quon said, giving the beggar half a crown. “I’ll pay extra for news about the prince or if a blind man enters the city. Or even rumors of one traveling the kingdom, especially if he has a family.”

“Aye, m’lord.”

“I want your boys to watch in the tunnels under the Palace. I want to know if anyone uses them,” Quon said. “You are to make those tunnels yours, Lom. If you see anyone, come here to let my butler, Polod, know. He will reward you for information on who used the tunnels or where they left them. Now, get yourself fed in the kitchen.”

“Thanks, m’lord.”

Alone with his senior apprentice, Quon gave him a letter with his official seal as the Minister of Security, crossed maces under the Royal Crown of Harpin. “Give this letter to the cavalry commander.”

“And what of the three blind men, Zenii?”

“I will visit them to see if one of them is the one I seek.” He gave the second letter to Criv. “Fly to the Palace and deliver this letter to the chamberlain. It is a request to meet with the queen.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

“Find the young prince, Criv, but don’t leave witnesses, not even a baby.”

After Wizard Criv left to complete his mission, Quon was alone with his thoughts once more. That blind man in Narbend had piqued his interest as he imagined Lihan masquerading as blind. But then, this particular blind man was iron black, so he was likely Lihan’s associate. Were the two girls Criv encountered in the rebel house related somehow? It could be a coincidence, but his gut warned him not to believe that.

His gut also warned him not to assume much about this blind man, though nothing would save the many blind men he expected to unearth. If the particular blind man proved hard to find, then that alone bolstered his suspicions.

At noon, he received word from the Palace that the queen would meet him at two o’clock before the Royal Court. Good, he had time to prepare.
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Arriving early, Quon let the chamberlain’s assistant escort him to the queen’s drawing room. Quon sat outside with a member of the Queen’s Guard dressed in their poppy-red uniform. He relaxed on the bench, expecting to sit for several minutes while awaiting the queen’s pleasure. However, Sir Riman soon stepped out of the drawing room.

The queen’s gentleman-in-waiting told Quon the queen would be ready soon. Quon noted that Sir Riman carried his sword in violation of the protocol that only members of her guard wore their swords in her highness’ presence. Any assassins would have to contend with Sir Riman and the guards. Quon squirreled the snippet of information away, knowing it could become useful one day.

“We’ve seen more of you than usual, my lord,” Riman said sarcastically as he stood beside the bench Quon sat on.

“There’s been more rebel activity than usual,” Quon countered, welcoming the chance to cross verbal swords with this man, who was once a sergeant in the King’s Guard. “I hear many rumors about the rebel leadership.”

Riman waved the outside guard to move out of hearing before sitting on the bench beside Quon. A commoner sitting beside a nobleman was a distinct break in decorum. Sir Riman said, “What rumors, my lord? Maybe I can help.”

Quon did not doubt that Sir Riman’s loyalties remained attached to his queen. In fact, the allegations said his feelings ran much deeper than that. Still, Quon was curious about Riman’s reaction, so he said, “Rumor says someone high within the Palace is the rebel leader.”

“Curious rumor, my lord. I wonder how true it is. I always imagined the rebels would avoid the bright sunlight or any well-known officials,” Sir Riman said, staring at Quon. “Rebels are like spies. Like the Night of Magic Spearpoints, they grow best in the dark.”

It surprised Quon how easily Riman touched a nerve. Quon hated that night when he killed hundreds of officers and noblemen. Still, an official reason for the killings existed. “The deaths were to avenge the execution of a Harpinian regiment.”

“Ah yes, that’s the excuse,” Riman said, smiling. “Then I wonder how a certain Harpinian count avoided being the target of that revenge.” Riman stood. “Her Majesty will see you now, Count Quon.”

Sir Riman held the door open as Quon nodded a small acknowledgment before stiff-leg walking into the drawing room.

Queen Foliana sat in a high-backed chair, reading some correspondence. Her dress was light in color, but he found it hard to determine its true hue in the orange glow of the flames in the broad fireplace. Though he was sure her dress contained some pink.

“Your Majesty,” he said with a bow. She didn’t look up or offer him the chair that faced her. Quon remained floating, waiting.

After a minute, she glanced up, noticing him for the first time. “My Lord Quon. You requested an audience?” Foliana placed the letter on a round table by the side of her chair. She didn’t offer him a chance to sit.

“I did, ma’am. I am here to update your grace on Harpin’s actions to find Prince Ricard.”

“Then update us, my lord.” Unlike at court, she didn’t try to conceal her deep-seated contempt for him.

“King Tarik has ordered an army to lay siege to Baron Rigas’ castle, Riverend. The Crown Prince will lead the campaign.” When she asked him when Prince Katan would leave, he replied, “The army is already in the field, ma’am. I delivered your husband yesterday. I expect the army is within a hundred leagues of Riverend, your grace.”

“Our cousin’s actions are speedy, my lord. We commend them but also ponder what prompted our cousin’s prior preparation for this.”

“His Majesty was unaware of the plans of Baron Rigas, ma’am. The army is used to protect our eastern provinces. It isn’t the largest army but big enough to surround the castle. I expect Prince Katan to return his son to Kefnu soon, though there is concern over how easily they took the young prince.”

The queen glared at Quon, “We suspect a much higher official called for the kidnapping. It is a simple ploy to kidnap our son before then claiming we cannot protect him.” Quon went to respond, but she held up her hand for silence. “What of this abduction’s mastermind?” she asked. “We are aware that the baron lacked the backbone to do such a thing without support from high within King Tarik’s court.”

“King Tarik seeks an answer too, so he suggests Prince Ricard spend some time in Harpin City.”

“This will not improve our two kingdoms’ relationship.”

“We are diplomats, your grace. We will find a compromise. Maybe Prince Katan can return to this Palace to watch over his son.”

Queen Foliana ignored Quon’s ‘compromise’ solution, saying, “Is that what you call yourself, my lord?” Her voice dripped venom. “A diplomat?”

Whatever he said would create a confrontation, but he had the advantage, assuming Criv would find the young prince in the forest. “I do, your grace,” he responded.

“We would call you a murderer, my lord. For that is what you are.”

“I hold no animosity toward your gr–”

“For we haven’t killed your parents, brother, or friends. No, we guess there is little reason for you to feel that animosity, my lord.”

“I’m loyal to my realm, your grace. I follow the orders of my liege lord while I work to prevent a rebellion, no matter how highly placed the rebel leaders may be.”

“You must do what your King requires, my lord,” she said after a moment’s pause. “While we do the best for our people and our son.”

“There is another request I would ask of your grace,” he said. She waved her hand to tell him to continue. “Other enemies of King Tarik may wish to threaten your son. He asks that he place a few men from his Guard to help protect Prince Ricard, ma’am.”

“You said the Baron is no longer a concern, so who else threatens us?”

“As you said, others may have directed the Baron. There’s a blind man in the western provinces.”

The Queen stared without comment until finally, she said, “Should we expect to see blind men hanged in the market? Is that why you wear some pink today, to celebrate the ruthless murder of twenty-five innocent women?”

“I wear it to mourn the murder of those women, ma’am,” he said, repeating the housemaid’s words.

“We doubt that, my lord. We forbid you to wear pink in our presence again. What is next? Will you blacken your face while acting like a blind man?”

He went to protest his innocence, but she dismissed him.

He bowed as he floated backward to the door, which opened for him. As he followed the assistant chamberlain along the corridors to the abbey, he took the time to think over his royal meeting. She was openly hostile toward him, but her reaction to the blind man was more than just interesting.
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A Boy in Need


The morning after helping Haam with the little boy, Jisana walked into the barn with Todin’s breakfast. Todin smiled at her new attire. “You look good,” he said, “what made you change?”

She whirled around, letting the green dress flair out. “Bron’s wife, Kluna, suggested it. Haam thought it would distract the militiamen. Though one of them seems plenty distracted already.” She opened her jerkin to reveal her knives were still close to hand. “Where’d you hide the saddles?” she asked as he sat on a bale of straw, chewing on a chicken leg. He pointed at a pile of horse bedding and manure. “Nice,” she said with a smile. “I’ll let you dig them out when it’s time to leave.”

“I’ve walked around where the villagers are quietly loyal to Otanic,” Todin said. “How long will we stay here?”

“Not sure. I want to stay for several days, but we must help these militia move on with the boy. Haam still thinks he’s got a chance of the fever breaking. Once he’s well enough, they can go while we stay.”

Todin agreed about staying but wondered if they should let the kid die, so the militia left quicker. Jisana understood his logic but wanted something more than a rebellion; she sought to save her realm from Harpin’s evil. That little boy represented the wounded Otanic. Haam would fight to save the child along with the fourth kingdom. After getting directions to the blacksmith, Jisana left Todin watching over the tavern from the barn’s loft.

Yesterday’s rain had passed overnight, so the air smelled fresh as she strode past two village houses toward the large forge with smoke billowing from its short chimney. Like Todin, she wanted to stay in Retin, though her reasoning could be different. Word about the missing patrol sent to ambush them would spread along the Otan River like winter’s storms. She couldn’t outrace the news, so she decided to wait a month for the stories to die away.

As she approached the forge, she heard the ringing of a hammer beating on hot metal. Inside, she saw a spindly man wielding the hammer with quick, decisive strokes. He didn’t match her image of a blacksmith. He was shaping the yellow-hot metal into the curve of a horseshoe.

When he pushed the piece back into the coals, he spotted her standing by the double doors. “Can I help you, miss?” he pulled on the bellows, creating a swooshing sound as the coals sparked into white heat.

“Can you make some knives for me?” She slipped out one of her throwing knives to give to him. “I need eight like this.”

He released the bellows, saying, “Aren’t you that girl that came with two men yesterday? We don’t see many visitors here in Retin.”He took the knife, feeling its weight. He handed it back. “Strange weapon; that handle’s no good for gripping.”

“It’s for throwing.” She smiled at his startled expression. “You haven’t seen a throwing knife before?” He shook his head, asking if it was suitable for its purpose. Three paces to her side was a wooden post supporting the roof. Jisana casually flicked the blade so its tip embedded in the post’s center.

“Shit. Ah, sorry, ma’am.”

“I’m not a ma’am,” she said. “Can you make eight like this one? The same balance and weight?”

The smith pulled out the knife to inspect it closer. “Mean-looking thing. What do you hunt with it?”

“Squirrels, rabbits, whatever is small for the pot,” she replied. Something about this gangly young man prompted her to add, “Or big enough to threaten Otanic.”

He stared at her. He was half a hand taller; a proper height. Then he smiled as he reached out his arm. “Nice to meet you. My name’s Clelan; I’m the blacksmith’s apprentice.” His voice was melodic, not rough. “I’ll have the knives ready for you the day after tomorrow.” He went to give her the knife back, but she shook her head.

“My name’s Jisana. We hope to stay a few days, so take longer if you need to.” After opening her jerkin to reveal her bandolier with four other knives, she said, “The most important thing is the same balance.”

“What brought you to Retin? This village isn’t on the way to anywhere, which is what we wanted. Few travelers know it’s here, and even fewer pay us a visit.”

“We only stumbled upon this place, but when we learned the boy was sick, we stopped to help.” Turning to leave, Jisana was about to warn him not to charge her too much when she changed her mind. Turning back, she said, “I’ve been away from Otan for several years. When I left, Queen Foliana had just buried King Attim. Who rules now?”

“She still rules, though she shares it with the Crown Prince of Harpin, who she married five years ago.”

“Has it been rough under Harpin’s heel?”

“Terrible. That’s why we stay in this hamlet away from Harpin’s prying eyes. At least until those four militiamen showed up with the sick boy.”

Touching her forehead in supplication, Jisana said, “I pray we can save the little boy so these men can move on. Maybe then we’ll stay longer. I like this village away from Harpin’s keen eyes and busier wizards.”

“To Amira’s ears,” Clelan mumbled. Then louder, he said, “You’d be most welcome in this village, Jisana, with the bandolier of knives.”
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That afternoon, Jisana sat by the little boy’s head as he slept in the bed. Replacing the water-soaked cloth on his forehead, she noticed the boy’s finger twitch. She glanced at the militiaman sitting by the doorway. They never left her alone with the boy for a minute. Today, the one with the lustful stare guarded the boy while she tended to him. He was too busy watching her to notice the boy’s fingers.

“How’s the kid?” the guard asked.

She wondered why he referred to the boy like he didn’t know him. “He feels cooler this afternoon. His fever moves in the right direction, so he’ll be ready to ride in a week.”

“When we leave, would you like to ride with me?”

She smiled to draw him in as she replied, “Perhaps. Where are you going?”

“North,” he said. She waited for clarity, but when none came, she asked if he meant Harpin. He nodded but said nothing specific.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Truug.”

The idea came to her she could invite Truug to the barn, where she could kill him. If they took away his horse, the others would think he’d ridden away. Three militia would be easier to subdue if they needed to. However, she wanted them to ride away so she could make this quiet village her hideaway.

The boy’s fingers twitched again, so she held his hand to hide the movement. “If the boy wakes, I’ll have time,” she said to Truug, who sat up, interested in her words. Jisana smiled at how easy this fool was to manipulate. No doubt he thought she smiled at him. “I need cool water for the cloth wrap.”

After letting her re-soak the cloth, Truug took the water bowl. His hand rested on her knee for a moment. She didn’t brush it away. Once the guard left to get fresh water, she used the wet cloth to dribble water on the boy’s face. His eyes fluttered. If he woke, they could try to get him some broth to build his strength so he could ride. The boy seemed younger than Tresela, and something about tending to him brought out her mothering instincts.

“Can you hear me?” she asked the boy.

The boy’s brown eyes opened halfway. It took a second or two before they focused on her. “Yes.” His voice was a weak croak.

“You’ve been sick, but we can get you some soup now.” He gave a slight nod. “What’s your name?”

“Ricard.”

His voice was so faint she had him repeat it before he drifted off to sleep again. She’d ensure Haam had some broth for when he woke up again. A minute later, the militiaman returned with a fresh bowl of water, so she refreshed the cloth on his head without saying a word about the boy telling her his name.

A hand later, she stretched before going to find Haam, who was chatting with Kluna in the tavern’s kitchen. “He is close to waking. Do we have something to feed him?” she asked.

“Warm broth,” Haam replied. “How’s his fever?”

“Better. He opened his eyes but was sleeping again when I left.”

“I’ll go to check on him.” Haam took a small bowl of broth with a wooden spoon.

Kluna asked Jisana if she wanted to take lunch to Todin in the barn. Jisana thanked her, sitting at the kitchen table while Bron’s wife prepared a plate of food.

Jisana found Todin sitting on a bale in the barn’s loft. “The boy’s fever has broken,” she told him. “He woke long enough to tell me his name is Ricard.”

“Good. After they leave, we can relax.”

“I’m thinking of using this hamlet as our hideaway in the forest,” she said.

“I like that idea,” Todin said. “These people won’t sell us out for a few crowns.”

Jisana nodded in agreement. The three villagers she’d talked to were honest people loyal to Otanic. However, something nagged at her. Ricard’s voice was weak but didn’t sound like a Harpin accent. It didn’t sound like a street voice either.
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The Void


Above the fourth waterfall, Brodia glanced back at the mirror lake, where she saw the smoke from their campfire. Azaly had promised to get Tresela to her father, it was all she could ask. With a sigh, she meandered to the cleft in the valley’s almost vertical side. An Arrox screamed defiance at her from atop the fifth waterfall but dared not come closer to its enemy. The noontime sun was weak this high in the mountains. It shone on the narrow gap as an icy breeze oozed out, bringing back those memories from seven years ago when she was Preem’s naive apprentice. That day was the longest in her life when she sat inside the cold cleft, praying that the watching Arrox wouldn’t eat her freezing body. All that day, she waited, hoping for Preem’s return.

On that day, Preem told her it wasn’t her turn to visit this ominous place. But today was, provided she dared to do it. She dithered at the entrance, letting the cool, moist air creep over her skin. Why did you come here? Brodia admonished herself. She stepped into the narrow passageway, determined not to show fear. Ahead, the path rounded a right-hand corner. As she moved forward, the frigid breeze intensified, encouraging her to turn around. Clenching her fists, she continued, reminding herself that today was her day.

Her boots crunched on the shale covering the floor at the bend as the path angled upwards. Here, she first met the transformed Preem. He entered the valley as a journeyman wizard but left as a powerful grand wizard. She’d never seen beyond the bend, so she had no idea what to expect. She crunched around the curve with her right hand running along the passage wall for moral support. An open area appeared. First, she noticed the vertical rock sides hemming in the valley. Then, three black towers snatched her attention. Each reached halfway up the valley’s side, with a pointed top like Preem’s wizard hat.

Brodia wanted to let the strong breeze push her away from these sinister structures. However, Preem had endured this valley, so would she. He found his supreme d’dec here, but that d’dec now lay in Quon’s hands. How much more power did it give him? If she was ever to defeat her enemy, she needed the same weapon. She needed a supreme d’dec of her own. That thought pushed her into the valley’s middle with the three Midnight Towers at the top.

After pulling her wand to its full length, she walked toward the rightmost tower. Preem only entered the valley, but she would enter the pillars, which no other wizard dared. Preem told her he detected powerful d’decs in the two outside towers. She walked with care as large rocks cluttered the valley floor. Some scraggly-looking trees eked an existence, but Preem left no loose d’decs to locate.

This valley was home to the Gods, so they would test her mettle. The macabre patches of leather and bones marked where wizards failed before her. Each faded coat represented someone’s Zenii. Now, she was Azaly’s Zenii, and before long, she might join these grave markers.

But Brodia couldn’t pull her gaze away from those three towers. When sunlight glinted off them, she saw the darkest blue. Each spire stood two hundred feet tall to its pointed tip. She picked her way up the valley, skirting around the clumps of faded clothes and bones. Halfway up the valley, she stopped to scan each of the towers. Nothing. Zenii had detected a d’dec because of his large wizard’s stone. Her small one failed to penetrate these enigmatic bastions of wizardry.

When Preem conquered the supreme d’dec, he was a much stronger wizard than her. Sudden misgivings wilted her plan in the harsh sunlight. She wanted to leave, so she sat on a rock to gather her courage. The flash of light from the middle tower confused her, as did the sharp sting in her left bicep. A waft of burning skin reached her nose.

She noticed the tiny burn mark on her jerkin. Jumping off the rock, she hurried to one side. She stared at the middle tower, wondering if the light flash was lightning from the Gods, but she heard no thunder. Brodia continued moving to her right to pass around the pillars, as she shook her head to clear the sense of hopelessness threatening to stop her. That flash was a warning to continue.

The right-hand tower was her destination, and, as a Defender, she must conquer whatever oversized d’dec lay in that tower. Moving on, she approached the spire on the right. Her left arm hurt worse than when Preem cut her leg with a shimmering spearpoint.

Soon, she was past the morbid piles lying among the rocks, a small blessing for her psyche as she approached the most forbidding thing she had ever seen. The tower was at least thirty feet wide and stood on five legs, keeping the base of the tower above the valley floor. Each leg was a different length to keep the steeple vertical, leaving her to ponder the Gods’ architecture from before human history.

The overall shape of the tower reminded her of the strange building in Jastur Valley. If someone laid this tower on its side, it could be its sibling. A closer look revealed some differences. Behind the tower, the absence of the sun’s glint gave away the black opening thirty feet above the ground.

Brodia created a lifting platform to pull herself to the opening. Unlike the strange structure in Jastur Valley, the inside of this tower was clear of vegetation. After dissolving her lifting hand, Brodia stood on a thick layer of dust coating the floor. Above was a vertical shaft with windows every ten feet, giving her enough light to see. After reforming her lifting hand, she rose up the five-foot-wide chimney.

The windows looked toward the valley’s top end, but the dust covering made it hard to pick out details. A ladder ran the entire length of the opposite wall, though the thin rungs were too close for a booted foot like hers. She was glad she didn’t need to use it. Thirty feet above the floor, she passed a round hole in the opposite wall, where she found another dust-covered window on the other side of the room.

By poking her head into this room, she saw several black box-like structures on the side, plus one long metal spike hanging from the ceiling. Brodia’s fears began evaporating as she continued to drift up. She passed three more round entrances to similar rooms. The last one had something that caught her attention. It had the same metal stalactite on its roof, but this spike had a blueberry-sized d’dec at its end. She debated squeezing in to take it but left it for now. Azaly could take Yarin’s old d’dec if Brodia conquered the supreme d’dec.

At the corridor’s top, she found a wider circular hole leading into yet another room above her. Inside, she discovered the tower’s top was transparent but covered in too much dust to see through. However, it allowed soft light to cast the room in hues similar to nighttime with two full moons.

With her arms close to her sides, she slipped through the opening. Next to the entrance, she saw another metal spike, except this one had a strawberry-sized d’dec at its tip. She never saw Preem’s supreme d’dec since he concealed it inside his mastyon. Could this be the same size?

After standing, she released her lifting hand to stare at the ancient supreme d’dec, but how old was it? However, if no one ever owned it, then no one contaminated it.

Brodia saw the d’sur waves streaming from it in all directions. She reached with her mind, but the surge back snared her. The pain filling her mind knocked her down. She saw a dark nothingness that ate her soul as she screamed. The void wanted to suck her in, so she fought back, knowing that giving in meant her death.

Try as she might, she couldn’t dissolve the connection. The darkness filled her mind, broken by thousands of tiny white dots. Some were bright, some faint, but they filled the night, giving a sense of unending depth. How could anything be this vast? The very endlessness of the void threatened to trample her soul like mud in a pig’s pen.

Unable to move, she no longer felt her body. Had she fallen down the shaft to lie in a broken mass like the wizards outside? Was it even worth fighting with her mind if her person was dead?

Time lacked meaning as she fought for her mind. If her body was lost, then she was determined to win this ultimate battle. The white dots reminded her of chicken feed scattered over the ground. She used this picture to hold her mind as the void tried to pull her deeper into its nothingness.

When an image of the tower moving through the emptiness appeared in the corner of her vision, she reached out to hold onto it, though the d’dec didn’t release her. The pain robbed her of rational thought as she fought back by instinct. Tresela needed her, and vengeance still burned in her heart. These things helped her resist the comforting desire to give in to the void. New sights swirled past her, strange shapes like dust in a swirling bucket or balls of flames that had nothing to burn except her.

The images continued without end in a standoff she wouldn’t win alone.
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Out of the blankness, Brodia sensed a fluctuation, a vibration. She concentrated on its familiar feel as it communicated with her. Mama! Why would it say that? Mama!

Tresela?

The pain dissolved away, letting her drop into the d’dec’s now welcoming darkness. Inside, she found her daughter’s words. I stopped it, Mama.

Where are you?

Outside with Az.

How did you stop it, honey?

It likes me.

Brodia knew she’d have to find out what Tresela meant. Meanwhile, she sat in the dust with her clothes smelling of vomit. With deep breaths, she pulled herself back to reality. That void had eaten a part of her soul, so she needed time to grow it back.

Mama?

I am fine, honey. Wait for me there.

She remained connected to the supreme d’dec as she slowed her breathing, preparing to get out of this tower with the large d’dec. After releasing her mind from the d’dec, she formed a slicing hand from her other d’dec to cut the supreme d’dec from the spike. With her trophy in her pocket, Brodia floated down the shaft. She lingered, gazing at the small d’dec in the first chamber; a spare would be helpful in her war against the Academy. She used another cutting edge to slice off the top of the rod with the d’dec at its tip. Facing that void again scared her worse than facing Quon in a duel while letting Tresela face the same risk was unacceptable. So, she stuffed the spike section into her pocket without trying to engage its d’dec.

Brodia continued down the vertical corridor into the sunshine. Below, she saw Azaly with Tresela standing side-by-side, looking at her. Landing beside her daughter, Brodia found herself torn between joy and anger. She pulled Tresela into a big hug. “Thanks, honey.”

“Ooh, Mama. You smell bad,” the five-year-old said, squirming from Brodia’s grasp.

“She’s right, Zenii,” Azaly agreed with a nervous chuckle.

Brodia glared at her apprentice for being here. “What does ‘Stay by the lake’ mean to you, Miss Azaly Namik?”

“I ... I was chasing Tre–”

“It’s my fault, Mama,” Tresela said. “I knew you were in trouble.”

“How did you get here?”

Tresela smiled. “I remembered what you said. I didn’t fly here.”

“She climbed the falls,” Azaly added. “I’m sorry, but she fooled me when we played a game.”

Brodia took a deep breath, remembering how her daughter got the better of her too. “Don’t apologize; do better next time,” she said, ending the discussion.

After letting her frustration slide away, Brodia thought about the strawberry-sized d’dec that Tresela conquered in a second. “How does the d’dec like you?” she asked Tresela. “How do you open the curtains?”

“I don’t, Mama. I go in from underneath by following the shimmer from the ground.”

Tresela’s explanation shocked Brodia but also left her smiling. Her precious daughter had found a different way to control a wizard’s d’dec. She followed the d’sur waves that rose from Vosj’s soil. She asked her daughter to demonstrate how she entered the d’dec in the telescoping wand. But no matter how often Tresela showed the technique, Brodia couldn’t understand how she did it. The important thing was that no contaminated d’dec was secure from Tresela’s intrusion.

Brodia thought about visiting each tower, to take any d’decs she found. Something stopped her. No one knew what the future held for wizardry once this war ended. Removing those d’decs would create a glut of stones, some of which could become lost forever. Leaving these d’decs behind would allow wizardry to restart if this war destroyed it. With a deep sense of her place in the magical world, she left the remaining towers alone.

After collecting Tresela and Azaly, she flew out from the cleft. As quiet as a mouse, she flew them away and didn’t stop until she stood with them beside the lake. This morning’s campfire was cold, so she brought fresh kindling to start a new fire. After checking the sun, she realized sunset was imminent. Somehow, she’d lost the entire afternoon inside that malignant d’dec. At last, she relaxed beside a warming fire, lost in her thoughts.

“Zenii, can I wash your clothes in the lake?” Azaly asked.

Brodia removed her clothes without saying a word until she sat in her undergarments. She kept the supreme d’dec on the ground beside her. Azaly left with the smelly clothes. Tresela was always talkative but just sat in Brodia’s lap.

Brodia picked up her strawberry-sized d’dec to pry it free from the spike’s tip with her ash’tin knife. She studied its shape. The bigger size made it easier to identify the ten identical five-sided faces. Each face reflected the firelight like a dusty mirror.

The fire’s warmth and her daughter sitting in her lap mended Brodia’s soul. When Azaly returned to hang her wet clothes by the fire, Brodia felt sane enough to test her supreme d’dec. She dropped into its darkness. Already, it seemed familiar. The d’sur fist she formed was more powerful, and after splitting it once, she reached to grip a pine tree’s branch on the other side of the lake. She pulled the tree limb off with a simple tug, which had been impossible before.

When she scanned for other d’decs, she reached the furthest corner of the valley. She wanted to keep playing like a child with a new toy but remembered she was a grand wizard with responsibilities she didn’t have that morning.

“We’ll stay while I determine what I can do with this new d’dec,” Brodia said. “Meanwhile, Azaly, make yourself a wand for my old d’dec.” Azaly nodded. Brodia pried the d’dec from the telescoping wand before replacing it with the new d’dec, which resembled a large boil on the end of the telescoping wand.

Brodia directed Azaly to cut a living branch to make a wand as long as the distance from her elbow to her fingertips.

“Can I make a wand too?” Tresela asked. Brodia agreed, so the little girl skipped away to join Azaly among the nearby trees.

Brodia left the other small d’dec attached to its piece of metal from the Midnight Tower. It stayed buried deep in her pocket while she decided what to do with it. Unconquered, it remained a beacon signal for Quon to follow, representing a danger to them all, but she wouldn’t let Tresela enter it. She would cross the lake until she found a cave to hide in. There, the solid rock would block most of the d’sur waves.

Once Azaly returned, carrying Tresela on her back, Brodia doused the campfire and flew them around the lake to its western corner, where she saw several caves. She chose the biggest. They made a new fire ten paces inside the entrance to finish drying her damp garments.

Azaly helped Tresela shape her wand. They made wands that could be twins of each other. Tresela blackened hers to match her skin, while Azaly kept hers white like her brother’s old wand.
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nine
Nilom


After four days in Kefnu, Quon was ready for a change in scenery. He sat in his library reading a letter from Otanic’s new Minister of Defense, General Beton. He disliked the brute, though he had maneuvered Beton to replace Baron Rigas after the Baron kidnapped the young Prince Ricard. General Beton’s correspondence was rough, like the man, relaying a plan to subjugate the people around Narbend. Quon would approve the project, though he doubted it would yield many results.

Standing in the library’s corner, wearing his bright yellow sash, was Apprentice Nilom. Once Quon finished reading Beton’s letter, he turned his attention to the sixteen-year-old boy with a reputation as a quick learner.

“The Minister of Defense will organize a fresh search for the Pink Assassin in the western provinces,” Quon said. “What do you think of that idea, Apprentice Nilom?”

“There has been much activity there, Zenii. If you found no clues about her, then surely General Beton will find nothing.”

Quon smiled. As expected, the boy had quick intellect. “A patrol of seasoned soldiers hides in the Barrens, waiting for someone to return to the cave where the cowardly Lihan hid for five years. General Beton may drive them to hide there once more,” Quon said, letting his apprentice know how deep some of his plans ran. “I believe the Pink Assassin is a murderer and an abomination. I plan to execute her slowly once we capture her. She may have much knowledge of Wizard Lihan,” Quon said. “Lihan’s death will be much slower. I may give him a year of days to plead for me to end his life.”

“He would deserve whatever punishment you decide, Zenii.”

“That is true,” he said, liking the boy’s response. However, he brought Nilom here to delve into a different matter. “Wizard Criv asked about the girl you observed in the Kefnu barracks. I would like you to portray that incident.”

Quon listened as Nilom described the brief encounter with a beggar girl stealing bread from the kitchen in the eastern barracks. Nilom characterized the girl as young with brown hair, which didn’t match Criv’s description of the Pink Assassin. But Nilom’s story had unexplained gaps, making Quon wonder about his apprentice’s veracity.

“You say that you weren’t certain if this young girl could sense magic because the soldiers were kicking her,” Quon said, summarizing Nilom’s description. “Did you not test her yourself once you separated her from the soldiers?”

Nilom hesitated before answering. “I thought she was too young. I only let her go after warning her never to steal from Harpin again.”

Quon sensed Nilom wasn’t being forthcoming. “Even a preteen girl can feel the magic if they are an abomination. You would know this, so I sense you didn’t test her for a different reason,” Quon said, watching Nilom’s reaction. He was nervous. But why didn’t he kill the little girl? “Do you like little girls, Apprentice Nilom?” Nilom looked more anxious, so Quon added, “I disapprove of men taking little girls, but I won’t punish it. I remember having such thoughts once, but if you take a girl, don’t leave her as a witness against us.”

Nilom nodded, though he continued to look awkward. Quon put the matter aside for now. When the brown-haired girl grew older, her abilities would become easier to detect. He changed the subject, telling his student he would take him to the Academy as the new teacher of the more junior apprentices. “The capitals each have one of the remaining brown-sashes, while Wizard Criv is on a special mission. So, after the murder of Jaal, you are the most senior apprentice available.”

“You do me an immense honor, Zenii,” Nilom responded. It was an expected reply, but Quon was happy to hear it nonetheless.

“Treat it as a tremendous opportunity,” Quon said. “You have been swift to grow in magical ability. I foresee you beating each of the brown-sashes to the green sash. “Use the time at the Academy to learn through teaching others. You will also have extended use of the Academy’s d’dec. Use that time wisely to move it away from your head. Only through the strength of distance can you learn the single split. Plus, you must move the d’dec two feet further away to command the power needed for the double split.” Quon paused as Nilom mumbled something about trying harder. Quon wasn’t interested in Nilom only trying. “Work hard, Nilom. Wizard Criv also believes you have the talent needed. It will disappoint me if you do not find the single and double splits in the next month. Now push me into the back courtyard; we leave for the Academy now.”

A few minutes later, he flew Nilom over the massive forest that marked the eastern border of Otanic. The expanse of green trees stretched to each horizon, and Quon knew they reached far beyond that. He had instructed Nilom to look for any breaks in the forest or human movement below. Quon raced above the forest, wanting to get to the comfort of his accommodations.

He felt tired as he flew fifty feet above the treetops. This flitting about like a bird wore him down until he felt it in his bones. At least having no feeling below his waist relieved him of any leg pain or fatigue.

Intending to surprise his junior students, Quon lowered his flying platform near the Academy until it skimmed over the ground. He entered the dormitory building exclusive to the green or blue sashes. With Nilom by his side, he watched through the window as the students sat or lay in the shadows cast by the Academy Hall. Quon saw no sign the boys were attempting to improve their skills.

“This is what I call for you to change, Apprentice Nilom,” Quon said. “Instill in them a desire to learn by themselves. I expect to find students demanding the Academy’s d’dec so they can practice.”

He took Nilom out into the Academy square in front of the Hall. The students all jumped up to welcome them. But he still admonished them for their laziness. He ended his short tirade by announcing that Nilom was the chief instructor. He warned them he had charged Nilom with making them work harder than before because war was coming to the kingdom. He would push them into that war as part of Harpin’s power.

With the apprentices lined up facing the Academy Hall, Quon said for Nilom’s ears alone, “I will talk to you in the library, but first assign tasks to your students.”

After the briefest hesitation, Nilom told the students, “We will work on your stamina. You are to run ten laps around the outside of the Academy buildings. Stay as a group; now go!”

Pleased with Nilom’s quick thinking, Quon watched the five boys set off as a pack. Once the students disappeared around a corner, he led Nilom into the Academy’s largest room. The Academy library was an impressive room with a twenty-foot-high ceiling. One long wall was dedicated to floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. At the top was a series of thirty red-bound journals. One for each year since Quon first controlled his d’dec. They represented his sum knowledge of magic and were off-limits to anyone below a blue-sash.

Against the far wall was Quon’s trophy display. He drifted to this wall where he pointed out his biggest prize, Grand Wizard Preem’s seven-foot-long mastyon. “Do not reach out to this d’dec with your mind, for Preem contaminated it to freeze your brain should you attempt to enter it.” Nilom nodded, so Quon pointed out other trophies on the wall. “This is the abomination’s green beret and her tarner,” he said, pointing to those artifacts.

“Is her d’dec contaminated too, Zenii?”

“It was, but I broke it. The abomination’s contamination wasn’t strong like a man’s.” He took the tarner off the wall, letting Nilom feel its snake-like twists. “Its length is a strong clue toward the distance the d’dec must be from your head to form the double-split.”

Nilom judged how long the tarner was. At four feet, it was longer than Criv’s tarner. It meant he had an arduous task ahead of him. “I will work hard to conquer the d’dec at this distance, Zenii.”

“Good enough. I have high hopes for you. Do not let me down,” Quon said. “Tomorrow, I will leave you with your students. But for now, I wish to retire to my rooms. You can join your charges as they run around the Academy.”

After Nilom left, Quon made his way to his suite of rooms to rest his aching body.
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The next day, the Count of Broditch would fly east toward Wan Garrison, where Harpin headquartered its eastern army. Before leaving the Academy complex, he watched Nilom leading the students in a drill where one student used the d’dec, while the others pelted him with sticks or stones. The student with the d’dec had to touch each attacker magically before they overwhelmed him. Quon admired the simplicity of the exercise that only required one d’dec.

As he flew away, he knew Nilom would make a capable wizard one day. Criv was brave, but he made too many rash decisions. Nor was Quon impressed with the originality of his thinking. He knew age was catching up, so he needed a worthy successor. But he also needed to push his plans for controlling the three lower kingdoms. Prince Ricard was at the center of those plans. If he owned the boy, he commanded the realms.

He followed the Great East Road that ran in a military straight-line east from Harpin City to Riverend. Where that road crossed the headwaters of the Wan River, the Wan Garrison stood. As he approached the complex of buildings behind a tall wooden stockade, Quon saw a smattering of blue-uniformed soldiers moving about. The East Army had already departed.

Riverend Castle was nestled another hundred and fifty leagues east within the confluence of the Poog River and the majestic Jong River. Guarded on two sides by the rivers, Riverend Castle was long considered impossible to capture except by a long siege. Somewhere along the Great East Road, Quon would encounter the East Army, which would eventually encircle the castle, but with his help, a prolonged siege would not be required.

Following above the road, Quon caught up to the supply wagons moving along the route. Another league past these, he found a long column of men marching along. These were the rear guard, so he flew past. Next, he found another five columns of men marching along the road in regular order. Mounted cavalry made up one column. It was an impressive sight for ordinary individuals, but Quon only saw it as a show of power, not actual power.

Flying lower, he saw several officers in braided uniforms riding at the head of the third column. One wore a hat with white feathers while a cavalry soldier rode behind him carrying the King’s Standard. This must be the Crown Prince.

Quon flew past on the side so no soldiers saw him. Another league ahead of the columns, he reached the vanguard. He landed behind these men, picking a spot with a few trees bordering the straight road. He relaxed under a tree’s shade, curious about how the army would react when they saw him. A hand passed before a mounted patrol came upon him. The shocked lieutenant offered to ride the count back to the Crown Prince’s column. When Quon told the officer he would wait, the lieutenant sent four riders back to tell the Crown Prince the Minister of Security was waiting for him.

As the initial column passed Quon, a senior officer called out, “Eyes right.” It was enough respect to induce Quon to rise to return the salute from the passing troopers. However, Prince Katan was not pleased to see Quon. Like his wife, he had no reservations about showing his feelings. Quon gave him the note written in King Tarik’s hand, instructing Quon to attend but not interfere.

“I expect you to follow the spirit of these instructions, my lord,” the Prince said after reading the letter.

“Of course, your grace.”

The army covered ten leagues daily as it lumbered toward the Jong River and the well-fortified castle of Riverend. Quon had requisitioned a tent plus an army corporal to attend to him. Each night, he had his tent pitched within fifteen paces of the Crown Prince’s large tent. He spent each evening at the war council held by the prince with his senior staff. He didn’t offer any advice. So far, the plans revolved around exploiting the castle’s approaches or erecting siege equipment.

Each night, he flew several leagues to the east, looking for any encampments of enemy soldiers. He found none. He kept his nightly patrols to himself, knowing the prince would resent any help.

One night, Quon found a fire two leagues east of the army. While floating above the camp, he saw ten men huddled by the fire. They were a recognizance group sent to watch the East Army’s approach. He dropped lower, noticing that they only posted two sentries. Meanwhile, the ten men around the campfire remained awake as if waiting for something. Still, the group didn’t pose a threat, so Quon returned to the camp where the crown prince slept.

Flying low as he approached the main camp, he spotted someone inching through the fields, though he couldn’t make out many details in the dark. Was this covert reconnaissance or something more sinister? He watched as men emerged to squat beside the first observer. Soon, a small cadre of men slipped between the tents halfway between two camp sentries.

Quon followed their progress from the above. They were slinking between the tents toward Quon’s tent. As the men approached his tent, Quon wondered who had sent them to kill him. But the men passed by his tent. They stopped beside the prince’s accommodations before cutting through the fabric to disappear inside.

Quon could kill them all before their hearts beat twice more. But curiosity stopped him. Prince Katan was like a bee swimming in his fragrance oil. Katan was a pest who threatened his plans for being the defacto ruler. Besides, he didn’t like the idiot, so a brief delay would help the prince appreciate a wizard’s importance. After a minute, the count flew in through the tent’s entrance. Inside, the prince and two guards were fighting off six assassins. One guard lay dead on the floor with two killers.

One guard took a mortal wound through the chest. Prince Katan was a superb swordsman. His blade held off three black-clad men. Quon sent spearpoints through all the men, save one. As the assassins collapsed, the Crown Prince thrust his sword through the only one Quon had spared for interrogation.

“Are you well, your highness?” Quon asked as the Prince stared at the bodies bleeding into the tent’s valuable rugs.

“Who sent these?”

“I left one for questioning. But he’s dead now.”

“No mind. They will be from the Baron.”

“I am glad that I could get here in time.”

“It was close, my lord,” Prince Katan said. Then, after another moment, he added, “Unusually close. One could forgive me for thinking you waited for a desperate position.”

Quon smiled as the prince was seldom astute in his observations. “You do me an injustice, your highness,”

“I wonder, my lord.”
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ten
The Prince


In the past two days, Jisana watched the sick boy regain strength. Haam was up in the room now. As she sat alone in the tavern, she had time to think about Kefnu. Brodia had been clear about her role of distracting the Harpin leadership. She planned to hide out in Retin until the intensity of the search for her band died away. But she was a person of action all her life, so she hated waiting. Ricard eased her frustration as she wanted him strong enough to leave with these men. The sooner they moved on, the sooner she could relax before returning to her mission. Revenge for Roon burned strong in her. She hadn’t forgotten the only person who hadn’t treated her like another street beggar.

Meeting Clelan was unexpected. She thought about him at strange times over the last two days. The lanky lad had her thinking about inviting him to join her band before returning to Kefnu, though she doubted he had much fighting skills. But then she remembered she was on a death sentence as a rebel. Could she condemn him to death, too?

At another table, three militiamen sat, joking as they drank their beer. The fourth militiaman was with Haam, tending to the young boy. It would be days before the four-year-old could travel. However, she got the sense from the boy’s guardians they wouldn’t wait until he regained his strength. Jisana often wondered what the boy was to them. They were very protective, yet they also seemed indifferent to his recovery.

As she sat facing the tavern doorway, cradling a tankard of sour red wine, the door opened to let Clelan step in. His eyes found her, and he ambled over to her table. She watched him, happy for his company.

“I have something to show you,” he said in his musical voice.

“Join me then. Can I buy you a beer or a wine? Neither’s great, but they’ll do.”

Clelan folded his rangy frame into a chair. “I ... I don’t know. Doesn’t sound right for you to buy me a beer.”

“Is that because I’m a woman,” she snapped, hating when anyone was dismissive toward her. “I don’t like being treated like something special or weak.”

To his credit, he nodded before saying, “Then I’ll have a beer, thanks.” Jisana smiled as she signaled to Bron for a beer.

When he had his beer, Clelan laid on the table a knife that was the mirror image of one of her throwing knives.

“Put it away,” she whispered. “I don’t want them seeing it.” He slipped it back into his pocket. Jisana glanced at the militiamen, but they hadn’t noticed. To cover any awkwardness, she started a conversation. “Do you enjoy being a blacksmith?”

“I’ve been doing it for three years, so I enjoy it. It’s never easy; the metal has to talk to you. At least that’s what Igron, the blacksmith, tells me constantly. I feel like I’m creating something useful from a dead piece of iron,” he explained. “I know it must sound silly.”

She shook her head with a broad smile, pleased at his revelation about himself. “No, it doesn’t.”

As they chatted about Retin or blacksmithing, Haam descended the stairs to join them. Jisana introduced them, but Clelan looked nervous as he eyed Haam. “I should go,” he said.

She snatched out a hand to grab Clelan’s forearm. “What’s wrong?” Then she realized what had unsettled him. “What, you think Haam is my lover?” she asked. But this only made Clelan’s face unhappier. Leaning forward, she spoke in soft but firm tones, “I’d lay down my life to protect Haam, as would he, because we’re more than friends ... but not like that.”

“I see,” Clelan said. But it didn’t appear to her like he did.

Then Haam leaned forward. “I’m more like her dad, so like any other father, I am cautious about who she makes friends with. If you get what I mean?” Haam spoke this last sentence with some emotion.

Jisana laughed. “Sit back, Haam. Clelan’s alright.” She chuckled again. “Look at you both. Haam’s built like the blacksmith, while Clelan’s built like a healer. You should switch roles.” Haam sat back as they relaxed more. “How’s the boy?” she asked Haam.

“Stronger. He’s awake a little longer, so I can get more broth down his throat. It’ll be a few more days afore he travels.”

“Good,” she replied. “Now, I’d like to go for a walk ... with Clelan.”

Haam glanced over at the militiamen. All four now sat at the table, talking amongst themselves. “Fine with me.”

Outside, she walked beside Clelan toward the blacksmith’s forge. He gave her the knife so she could heft it in her hand. It felt good. When they got inside the forge, she looked around for a post. After choosing the one on her right, she prepared to throw the knife.

“Don’t,” Clelan said, holding out his hand. “I haven’t hardened the blade yet, so the tip will bend.”

After touching the knife’s point, she retorted, “It feels hard to me.”

“You know little about blacksmithing.” He said his words with a smile.

“Why should I? I understand using the tools, not making ‘em.”

Clelan held out his hand, so she gave him the knife. “I wondered if the balance was good,” he said. She assured him it felt good. “I’ll harden them all today for you,” he said. “Will you be staying much longer?”

“Once the boy is well, we’ll stay a fortnight before leaving for Kefnu.”

“Is that where you’re from then? I thought I picked up a Kefnu lilt in your husky voice.”

“I haven’t been there for six years,” she replied. It brought back sad memories of Roon. “I left after the Palace collapsed. Did they ever rebuild it?”

“Aye. It took three years, but Queen Foliana built a new one.”

Jisana remembered her brief encounter with the queen. She seemed strong then, but much may have changed. “Is she still against Harpin? After all, you said she married Crown Prince Katan.”

“She seemed alright with them before, but she has reason to hate them now,” he said. Jisana asked him why. His answer surprised her. “They stole her eldest son. Igron returned from Kefnu a week ago, saying everyone was searching the city for him.”

“That must be hard for her,” Jisana said, imagining someone kidnapping little Tresela. “What about the bastard who pulled down the old palace?”

“You mean ‘Stiff Legs’ the Grand Wizard?”

Jisana smiled at the name. “It’s a magnificent name for the monster. I’ve seen him acting like he can walk normally.”

“You’ve seen the count? For real? Who are you, Jisana?”

Touching his arm, she shook her head. “Just someone who especially hates the Count of Broditch.” She didn’t add that she would use the knives Clelan was making to execute Quon. A sense of guilt infused her about deceiving Clelan, but she feared he would think differently about her if he knew she was a hunter of humans. “I feel you dislike Harpin too, judging from how you look at those militiamen.”

“I do. We all live in this village to avoid them.”

“Well, those bastards will leave once Ricard is strong enough to travel,” she said. Clelan stared at her as he asked who Ricard was. “The boy with the fever,” she replied.

“Queen Foliana’s first son is Prince Ricard,” Clelan said. “Do you think it’s him? It’s the same name, but that’s crazy. Why would they bring him here to Retin?”

Jisana wanted to say he was overly dramatic, but then she thought about Ricard’s noble accent. But why here? Then, the obvious answer came to her. “They are hiding, the same as everyone else here. You’ve seen how protective they are. They don’t want us to discover his name or talk to him.”

“We should send someone to the Palace who will know if he’s the prince.”

“He’s almost recovered enough to ride. It’s a pity Haam did so good a job with him. But he’ll be gone before anyone can come from Kefnu. No, if this boy’s the prince, we must free him ourselves.”

“I’ll help,” Clelan said immediately. “Others in the village will help.”

Jisana shook her head as she tried to make a quick plan. She wanted to understand the abilities of those helping her. “It’s only four militiamen, so it should be easy.”

“It’s four military men, Jisana. How will you or Haam kill four men trained by the army? Are you that good with these knives?” he asked. “Yesterday, you hit a post. To kill a man, you must be very precise.”

Jisana looked around at all the posts; three had horseshoes hanging on them. She pulled out three old knives while pointing at three different horseshoes. Clelan stepped back to give her room. Wanting to show off, she moved fast but steady, keeping to the rhythm she practiced at. Three quick throws and three different poles had knives embedded in them; she had centered each knife in the curve of the horseshoes.

“By the Gods, Jisana. Who are you?”

She realized there was no point hiding the truth, so she said, “I’m a rebel leader where Haam is the swordsman and Todin the bowman. I’ll talk to Ricard. If he is the prince, we’ll kill the four men.”

“Just like that?”

She pulled out each of her knives from the posts. “Yes. Just like that.”

“And you won’t let me help?”

“We can handle four. Can you keep this secret while I return?”

Clelan nodded his agreement. She began striding back to the tavern. Her mind swirled with ideas. The topmost was that she had to free Prince Ricard to get him back to Queen Foliana.
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Jisana sat with Haam and Todin in the barn’s loft. For several minutes, she told them about her suspicions that the sick boy was the heir to Otanic’s throne.

“But we can’t be sure,” Haam stated again. She glanced at him. Protecting royalty was like being a King’s Guard again. The uncertainty was eating him from the inside. For her, things were easier; by rescuing the boy, they would destroy one of Harpin’s plans, so she was eager to start.

Todin agreed with her, saying, “It explains why those four militia act the way they do. We must find a chance to ask him when we’re alone.”

“That’s difficult because they stay with us each time. I doubt they’ll leave us alone with him again,” Haam said. “If only he had an infectious disease, then we could do it.”

“But they know he doesn’t,” she said. “I believe we have to go with our gut. I’m convinced he’s the prince, so we should free him. What say you two?”

“I agree,” Todin said.

“Me too.” Haam made it unanimous. “How do we kill the militia?”

“I’ll eliminate the upstairs guard while you two stop the three sitting in the tavern,” Jisana said.

“I can’t enter through the front door,” Todin said. “I’ll sneak through the kitchen to drop them before they can rise from the table.”

“I’ll cover the main door then,” Haam said. “But we’ll need a signal, so we act together. We need a bell. Or a loud noise Jis can hear in the boy’s room.”

“Like a tankard being dropped. Or several,” Todin said.

“Bron can drop a tray of tankards behind the bar,” Haam suggested.

“Not behind the bar. I don’t want these men to realize I’m there before they’re dead. But it would be an excellent distraction if Bron dropped it at the foot of the stairs,” Todin replied.

Jisana listened to the plan develop. They’d need to get Bron involved. She remembered the hatred in his eyes and appreciated it wouldn’t be difficult to include him in their plan. They just needed to decide on when.

“Today,” Haam said. “Before the boy’s strong enough to walk around.”

“Good. We’ll do it this afternoon,” she said to set the plan. She took out a couple of her knives to hone the edges. Haam did the same with his sword while Todin worked on his arrow points. Glancing at her friends, Jisana realized how much they preferred action. Things could go wrong, but the plan’s simplicity gave her confidence.
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eleven
Black and Blind


Queen Foliana sat at her petite table in the antechamber beside the Privy Council chamber. Two letters sat on the desk, waiting for her attention. Sir Riman stood to one side with Lady Turie. Foliana felt conflicted whenever they were both with her. She welcomed the presence of her lady-in-waiting but preferred being alone with Sir Riman, her Rock, who she now realized she loved. The mystery of her son’s disappearance only added to her swirling emotions. No one could expect a mother to work in these circumstances, not even a queen.

The first letter she read only stated the rumors that Ricard’s kidnappers had sailed him to Otanmouth were false. Two days of searching in that port city revealed nothing, not even a ship arriving from Kefnu. She glanced at Riman, who knew each letter’s content. He shrugged his frustration at the lack of actionable news.

She still wasn’t sure what Quon’s comment from four days ago about searching for a blind man meant. It had prompted her to ask Sir Riman to ask the spy ring for any rumors. At last, the results of his queries lay in this second letter that described stories about three blind men disappearing in Kefnu. Two were beggars few would miss, but the other was a well-respected merchant’s grandfather, and he wanted answers to where his grandsire had gone.

As she finished reading the last letter, a soft knock on the door announced her council members had assembled in the next room. She waited two minutes before rising to join her Privy Council. The entrance to the council chamber was behind the tall wooden screen so she could enter without announcement. But once she stepped around the screen, the ministers stood to bow. Today, she wore a light blue dress with pink roses embroidered on the bodice. She let the fullness of the dress sway as she took her seat.

“My lords,” she began, “what news from the western villages?”

General Beton cleared his throat as he prepared to give his update. She wondered if his report would carry much truth to it. The bastard was the new Minister of Defense, but no one at this table believed he was loyal to anyone except King Tarik. She had her own western reports, where things had settled after a fortnight of elevated tensions.

“We have suppressed the rebel faction in the village of Narbend, your grace,” he said. His voice was slippery like a snake. However, his words were lies since no rebel movement existed in Narbend, just a brief general discontent that flashed into flames. “No further action was required after investigating rumors coming from Castin.”

“We heard Harpin troops hanged several women and tortured a little girl to death,” Foliana countered. “What crime did the little girl do? Have we declared war on women in the west?”

“They were involved with rebels, ma’am.” He looked around the room. If he hoped for support, then he would endure a long wait. The ministers despised this Harpin general with a reputation for cruelty toward ordinary civilians. The Count of Broditch had taken advantage of Prince Ricard’s kidnapping to get Beton assigned to replace Baron Rigas. She made a mistake in allowing it but planned to correct that error soon.

“We doubt that a little girl is part of the rebels, General Beton. Should we again learn of such wanton brutality toward our people, we shall have you attained.” He glared for a moment before looking away as he held no power over her while her son was missing. “What news of Prince Ricard?”

An awkward silence met her question. It didn’t surprise her as Sir Riman’s spies had failed to discover much information. Still, she hoped for confirmation about certain rumors Sir Riman had received.

Chancellor Wullun spoke. “There are whispers the kidnappers took the young prince through the eastern forest, ma’am. I dispatched ten men disguised as ordinary travelers to ride through the forest.”

She nodded, happy to see him doing something. “You have our permission to triple the size of the patrols, my lord.” She glanced at each of the other lords, but none offered any further news, so she switched to another crucial topic. “Justice Stonuk, we hear stories that three blind men disappeared from the city yesterday. Have you arrested them?”

Shaking his head, the young Chief Justice said he was unaware of this. “I will enquire at our prisons, ma’am. No authority can arrest someone without reason.”

“Perhaps we should also check the barracks,” she said. “Has our benevolent Minister of Defense declared war on the blind?”

“The blind are of little use either as fighters or spies,” Beton replied. “Who cares about such individuals?”

His evasive answer convinced her of Harpin’s strong interest in blind men. She didn’t pursue the subject further as she allowed the council to discuss more mundane topics about her realm. The Minister of Agriculture assured them that this year’s harvest was the best.

“We are certain that it pleases King Tarik that the fourth kingdom can feed Harpin’s armies,” she said. She waited with impatience for the meeting to end so she could talk to Sir Riman.

After the Privy Council session, Foliana collected her two trusted attendants before walking to her private drawing room. As she walked, her thoughts switched between her missing son and the possible appearance of her first love, Wizard Preem. Quon had not mentioned a woman wearing a green beret, which left her curious. But how could she discuss the blind man without revealing her most precious secret to her confidants?

As soon as they sat beside the fire, Queen Foliana told Sir Riman about the general’s reaction to her question about the blind men. “He is as guilty as that bastard count,” she concluded. “But if they are interested, we should start another search.”

“They may already have the blind man they seek,” he said. “We don’t know why they want him unless he’s a rebel.”

“We pray to the Gods that they have not found him,” she said. Foliana paused before she continued, “The blind man they seek is iron-black like a traveler from Lowmouth. But he is from our south coast. He alone can defeat Quon.”

Her Rock stared at her in disbelief. Twice he opened his mouth to say something. Finally, he mumbled, “Despite the rumors, we never found him.”

“He hid well. But we feel it in our bones that our guardian has returned from the wilds. But did he return alone?” Foliana looked at Lady Turie, who seemed lost by this conversation. Foliana explained what she meant, “We believe the Bone Crusher has come back to avenge the Great Treachery. We must find him before Harpin does.”

“If he is back, then he has a plan,” Sir Riman said. “Finding him could interfere with that plan.”

“Rock, we have to know,” she said, appealing for certainty in these times of endless opacity. But he shook his head.


[image: image-placeholder]
twelve
Yellow Passion


The afternoon of the planned rescue, Jisana sat by the boy’s head, using a wet cloth to cool his warm forehead. She had positioned herself between the bed and the window that overlooked the only road through Retin. Truug rested in the chair by the doorway, studying his fingernails with a bored expression. She guessed he was waiting for his chance with her later, but all his heart would get from her was the tip of one of her knives.

When Ricard opened his eyes, she whispered a warning to pretend he was asleep. She’d loosened her jerkin so she could pull her knives in a second as she waited impatiently for the tavern’s signal.

As she replaced the cloth on Ricard’s forehead, she heard a sound coming through the open window behind her. She listened. It sounded like several horses cantering along the road. Truug stared at the window as she got up to check outside. Along the street, a double column of blue-dressed soldiers entered the hamlet. They split into two groups, with five making for the tavern.

After glancing outside, Truug ran from the room. As his footsteps disappeared down the stairs, Jisana returned to the bed. Within seconds, she heard the clinks of a sword fight. Far too many for Haam alone, so she trusted he’d stay out of any pitched battle.

With nowhere to hide the boy, she waited to see what happened downstairs. Still, it gave her a chance to find out who he was. “Ricard?” The boy opened his eyes. “Are you Prince Ricard?”

“Yes,” he squeaked. “Are you a friend?”

“I am, your highness.” On an impulse, she reached over to kiss his forehead. “Harpin troops are here. I don’t know what they’ll do. But we’ll protect you. It’s best if you act like you’re very sick.”

“I understand,” the little prince replied as he closed his eyes.

An idea formed in her mind as she listened to the sword fight die away below. Then heavy booted steps came up the staircase, so she slipped out a knife, holding it below the bed out of sight of the doorway. When the door opened, a large man in light blue stood there with his bloody sword drawn.

“Wait!” she said, holding out her left hand. “Don’t come too close. The boy has the yellow passion.” The words popped into her mind. Hopefully, she could make a good story about the name afterward.

“What’s that? I never learned of such a thing.” The soldier had no epaulets, so he wasn’t an officer. With luck, he wasn’t smart.

“It’s a rare but deadly fever,” she replied. Then another detail came to her, “We usually only find it to the south.” It worked as the man stayed in the doorway. He asked if the boy was Prince Ricard. “I don’t know,” she lied. “They asked me to tend to him. They’re too scared to come close. But I’ve had it before, so I can’t have it again.”

The man stared before asking another question. “Are you a physician then? We have a wounded man.”

“Haam is the healer. He’s nearby. I’m his assistant,” Jisana replied, thinking here was a chance to befriend the Harpin troops.

“And the boy can’t move?” the soldier asked. She shook her head. “Then show me this healer you work for.”

She left her knife on the floor by the bed and followed the soldier to the bar. A dead militiaman lay in a pool of fresh blood at the stair’s base. She recognized the lecherous Truug. Stepping over his body, she resisted the temptation to spit on his body.

In the tavern’s bar area, she saw three militiamen lying in individual pools of blood. Nearby, two soldiers tended to a soldier lying on the floor. In the tavern’s corner, she saw Haam leaning against the wall with two more soldiers guarding him. He held his blanket in his left hand, but thankfully, he hadn’t drawn his sword.

Clelan burst through the tavern door, carrying a large hammer.

“Clelan!” she called out. “What are you doing here?” Jisana hurried over to stop him from doing something silly. “I said you could fix it later.”

He stared at her like she had grown another head. “What ... what happened?”

“I don’t know exactly. These four men must be bad, so these Harpin troops killed them. It’s none of our business.”

“Who are you?” the Harpinian soldier asked.

“He’s the blacksmith’s apprentice,” Jisana answered. After a brief hesitation, she added, “He’s here to fix the kitchen door’s hinges.”

“You’d best get on with it then,” the soldier ordered. Once Clelan went to the kitchen, the soldier asked her, “Where’s this healer?”

“Of course.” Then, pointing at her friend in the corner, she said, “That’s Haam, the healer.”

“Him? He’s a giant.”

“A gentleman giant. He wouldn’t hurt a butterfly.”

“Come you,” the soldier ordered Haam. “Help our man.”

As Haam walked to the prone soldier, Jisana reached out to take his blanket. He squatted beside the man who had taken a sword through his shoulder. As he inspected the downed soldier, she glanced at the bar. Only Bron was visible.

Things looked quiet, so she had a chance to secure the boy’s fate. She leaned down to Haam, saying, “I should return to the boy with yellow passion.” He glanced at her before nodding his comprehension. She always loved how quick his mind was.

Jisana went into the kitchen, where Kluna sat at the table. “Do you have some mustard?”

“Whatever for?”

“Just a little. It’s urgent.” The innkeeper’s wife gave her a small clay jar from the pantry. “Thank you.”

Back with Ricard, she poured some seeds out, grinding them into a watery paste with her knife’s butt. “I’m going to rub this on your chest and belly.” She pulled up his nightshirt. After massaging the yellow paste onto his body, she wiped most of it off, leaving a distinct yellow pallor. “Remember, your grace. Pretend you’re sick.”

“Ricard, it’s my name.”

“Jisana, or Jis if you like. If anyone comes, pretend you’re asleep.”

She waited beside the bed, slipping her knife under his pillow. Soon she heard someone coming up the stairs before the door opened again. An officer stood in the doorway without entering. He studied the sleeping boy’s features before asking, “How do I know you’re telling the truth about this yellow sickness?”

“It’s called yellow passion, sir. As you know, anyone ill with it has a yellow tinge to their skin,” she replied.

“Why’s it called the yellow passion?”

Jisana smiled because she had thought of an answer. “The belly looks yellow, while the body burns with the passion of the most ardent lover.”

“Show me.”

After pulling back the blanket, she lifted the boy’s nightshirt, revealing the yellow pallor on his skin.

“How long before he can travel?”

“A week at least, but he’s a young boy, so it may take longer.”

“Make him well, then. Your life depends on it.” The officer left. And Jisana listened as the footsteps disappeared down the stairs.

“You did good, Ricard. I’m proud of you. So is your mother.” Ricard asked if she met his mother, the queen. Jisana replied, “I’ve met her twice. I doubt she remembers me, though. I was much younger then.”

“Tell Mama I’m here. She’ll come for me.”

“I’ll take you to her myself.” She reached under the blanket to hold his hand. “I won’t trust it with anyone else.”
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thirteen
Recalling the Way


Tresela was bored. She played around the cave for two days while Az stayed near Mama, practicing her magic. Az was slow, struggling to slide in to use her wizard’s stone she kept in the tip of her wand, but whenever Tresela tried to help, Mama told her it was Azaly’s job to learn, not for Tresela to do it for her. Still, she showed Az tricks to make her stone talk to her faster. Some she learned from Papa, but they were as easy as breathing to Tresela. Why couldn’t Mama see that? Even Papa thought before doing things with his stone.

When Mama was watching too close, Tresela didn’t help Az. So, she played by the river near the cave, sending little wooden boats rushing toward the lake at the bottom of the slope. Sometimes, Az came outside to play. But Mama never left the cave, saying she had to hide the new wizard’s stone in her pocket. It sent its d’sur waves everywhere, pulling in the waves from the ground. Of course, Tresela could stop it from sending those waves, but Mama used strong words to forbid her from entering that stone.

When Az played with her, Tresela’s favorite game was blowing up make-believe creatures. She used Papa’s trick to create tiny d’sur balls to explode. One day, she would use it for real.

“Who are you attacking?” Azaly asked her as she made a glob of mud burst into muck splatter.

“Arrox are hiding behind the trees,” Tresela replied. But Az didn’t believe Arrox existed. So Tresela described how they had eight legs, no necks, and their nose was above their eyes.

After two days, Az could only move a stone pebble across the cave floor, taking forever. Meanwhile, Tresela played ever more challenging games with her wand, making the leaves dance in the air like they were people playing with her. Once, she made her tiny boats jump over the rocks in the stream. But the wand kept her wizard’s stone too close to her head. Even pushing her wand into her belt kept it weak. So, she shoved its tip into her right boot.

Sometimes, Tresela walked deeper into the cave where the light was too faint to use. Then she used the secret skill Papa showed her. She used the d’sur waves to ‘touch’ the sides of the cave. Each time, she scrambled a little deeper. On the second night, she walked to the cave’s back, where darkness hid her hands. But she still found her way. Papa told her this cave went all the way to Home Cave. They would stroll through its blackness until Tresela knew the way in her heart. Papa said she should use this cave if evil soldiers came, but when those horrible blue men arrived, she didn’t want to leave Papa. She missed Papa with his stories. She especially loved that he couldn’t see things, letting her describe the colors of trees or the sky.

Deep in the blackness, she was sitting on a rock when she heard Mama calling for her. So, she returned around two bends to sit by the small fire with Mama. Mama had caught a rabbit for dinner. It tasted better than those pieces of dried meat. As she nibbled on her food, Azaly asked Mama if the stories of Arrox were true. Mama said they were all true.

“I hope Kaan got out before any Arrox found him,” Azaly said.

“If he left right away, he should be fine,” Mama replied. “For a few days, they will associate him with me. The Arrox won’t come close to Preem or I.”

Though the way was long, Tresela remembered she wanted to visit Home Cave. “Can we go back home, Mama?” she asked. “You promised me we could.”

But Mama hesitated, saying, “I don’t know if this is the right cave.”

It is, Mama, she sent through the stone. Papa brought me, saying I should escape through the cave if nasty people came.

I did not know. How did you find your way?

Papa showed me how to touch things through his stone.

Can you find your way without Papa?

Tresela thought about this. She remembered the flat rocks when they took the left path afterward. They took the righthand trail after the big sharp rock they had to climb around. She recalled the water too. Yes, Mama. Can we go home? Please, Mama.

We will try to find our way to Home Cave in the morning.

When the sun returned, Mama and Azaly made fire sticks while she sat on a rock inside the cave. Soon, Mama had three firesticks. Azaly made one burn as Mama created a flying blanket for them to ride on. Into the darkness, they passed. The firestick formed shadows on the walls as they flew through the cave. Soon, Tresela became confused because it looked different in the light. She couldn’t feel the rocks under her feet.

Mama, I never had light; I felt the rocks.

You don’t know the way, like this?

This way is scary. Full of monsters in dark places.

Very well. “We must go back,” Mama told Azaly.

Back at the start of the cave, Mama let Tresela lead on foot. This worked better. The firestick still made scary shadows, so she closed her eyes. Soon, she sensed those funny flat rocks and perceived the tunnel splitting into two branches.

“That one, Mama,” she said, pointing at the left tunnel.

Tresela kept her eyes closed as she made her way. The light from the fire sticks only confused her. After climbing around the pointy rock, she took the tunnel to her right.

Az scrambled along the uneven floor behind her. “Tres, isn’t that pink rock beautiful? It looks like frozen water coming from the ceiling.”

“I have my eyes closed. I’ve only seen this cave through the stone. Papa showed me how.”

“Wow. Can you see things with your eyes closed? Can your Mama do this?”

“Not as good as Papa.”

“What’re you mumbling about?” Mama called from behind. “Azaly, don’t distract Tresela.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

When Tresela reached where the tunnel split into four ways, she remembered to take the one next to the rightmost one. It goes to where water runs over the trail. She touched the righthand entrance before moving to her left to take the next one.

Are you sure? Mama sent, as she had done at each tunnel.

This one goes down to the water, Mama.

Soon, the rocky path began angling downward before she heard the trickle of the water. I was right, Mama?

You are a smart girl.

The water was always cold, so she climbed along the tunnel wall to cross the water. On the other side, she listened to trickling water mixed with the gasps from Az as they stepped into the frigid water. Tresela giggled.

“We’ll stop here,” Mama said. “To eat food as our feet dry from the freezing water.”

Tresela gazed at the water as it left a crack and ran along the path before disappearing into a hole on the opposite side. Sitting on a small rock, Tresela took a piece of meat from Azaly.

As she sat, chewing on the dried meat, she thought about her wand stuffed into her boot. She remembered a story Papa told her about when he was in a distant kingdom, where the king was mad at him. She was using her stone like Papa did that day.

After chewing the nasty dried meat, Mama asked, “Are we halfway there, honey?”

Tresela shrugged; she didn’t know what was halfway. You just kept going until you reached the end of the long cave.

“We should start before we use all the torches,” Mama said.

Azaly had lit the second fire stick before the water. Tresela closed her eyes to lead the way again. She enjoyed the extra strength when the stone was in her boot. It made her closer to Papa, so she moved quicker.

Five more branching decisions later, she said. “We are almost at the end, Mama. Can you see any light?”

“The torchlight blinds my eyes.”

The route was straight from here. Tresela’s confidence meant she didn’t need to sense the passage ahead, so she could skip to the end.

Suddenly, hands grabbed her. Sounds came from behind. People were attacking them. She opened her eyes, but all she saw were shadows. Mama! She sent, but Mama wasn’t there. She kicked at the legs of the man holding her.

He slapped her. “Little bitch!”

She kicked him again. The second slap stunned her, so she couldn’t make her feet work to kick him again. The man grabbed her wand, pulling it out of her boot.

“Bring ‘em” a gruff voice said. The man holding her lifted her to carry her the way they were going anyway. Soon the light killed the shadows. She found those horrible blue coats again.

Her captor pushed her onto the dirt between two rocks. She kicked him again. He slapped her so hard her face hit the rock beside her, cutting her cheek. He tied her ankles together and then her hands. She watched as other men carried Mama and Azaly out. Both were asleep. Another monster took the wands from the cave.

Men pulled off Mama’s clothes before they secured her to the ground on her back. She was still asleep. Another treated Azaly the same, placing her on Mama’s other side. The men ignored Tresela as she lay among some rocks.

She was as lonely as when she floated down the river.
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fourteen
Retin’s Rebels


Jisana came into the barn, where the Harpin soldiers had settled for the last two days. Todin had gone to stay at the blacksmith’s forge with Clelan. Jisana wore an orange dress, with her jerkin covering the bodice where she hid her bandolier of knives. At Kluna’s suggestion, she removed her pants under the skirt. She felt more feminine and cooler. She let the dress sway as she walked, even helping it with her hand.

Kluna’s lessons on wearing a dress seemed bizarre to Jisana. The innkeeper’s wife claimed a slight flash of her ankle would distract the soldiers. Could it be that simple? As she swayed her dress, she allowed the side nearest the soldiers to lift a little to show her ankle. All the soldiers’ eyes darted down to catch a glimpse. She almost burst out laughing as she asked where the wounded soldier was. The sergeant directed her toward the back. She found a shirtless man lying on a blanket covering loose straw. Beside him, she spotted a clay flask.

The soldier’s body was hard muscle that glistened with sweat. He would be a formidable opponent when he recovered from his injury. He stared with a vacant look that passed through her, prompting her to turn her head to see what he gazed at behind her.

She smelled the whiskey on his breath as he slurred, “Who are you?”

“Haam’s busy with the boy, so I’m to change your wound’s dressing.” She sat beside him, telling him to sit up so she could remove the bandage wrapped across his chest. The soldier reached his arm around her waist to pull her closer. But she put her hand on his wound to push him away. With a small cry of agony, he flopped back on the straw. “I’m here to tend to you, not to fuck you,” she snapped, letting her hatred of the man rise. “How much whiskey have you drunk?” Despite the slurring, she heard his Harpinian accent.

“Most of the flask,” he replied. “It helps with the pain.”

“Good.” She waved him up. This time, he didn’t grab her. Reaching around him, she got the bandage off with the old dressing. The wound wasn’t terrible, as she prodded the edges for puffiness.

“Shit, woman!” he said as she pressed the edges. “That hurts.” Jisana noticed his words slurred more as he got excited.

“I have to see if it’s going bad. You’re a soldier, so get used to it.”

The trooper laid back on his blanket, mumbling, “Women shouldn’t be healers.”

“You shouldn’t say that when one is helping you,” she said, keeping the snide tone.

“Don’t sass me. I can still knock you into next week with my left hand.”

“Well, I’m busy, so that’ll have to wait until you’re better.” She cleaned the wound rougher than she’d normally do. “Later, I’ll let you punch me as much as you want.”

“Fuck you!”

“That must wait too.” She slapped the new dressing on before winding the bandage around his chest. “Take another mouthful of whiskey,” she suggested. After taking a long swig, the soldier asked her about the boy. “He’s still alive, so we’re getting some broth into him. We think he’s past the worst of the yellow passion.” She finished wrapping the bandage. “Is he really a prince?”

“Yes,” he slurred in response. His racing heart pumped the whiskey faster into his brain, giving a chance for some interrogation.

She lowered her voice, keeping her tone casual. “Good. I’m sure the queen will be happy when you return him.”

“Ha. Then the royal bitch is in for a long wait.”

“You’re not going back to Kefnu?” The soldier shook his head no. She suspected as much. “The boy’s too sick to reach Harpin City. He’ll die on the road.”

“Not there.” He took another pull on the whiskey flask as Jisana looked around. They were still alone, as he added, “It ain’t so far to reach Broditch.”

“The count’s estates?” He nodded. This news was terrible as the grand wizard could fly into Retin. She eased the soldier down as her mind raced through the information she’d gathered. “You should rest now.”

“How about you get on top of me,” he mumbled half-heartedly.

She smiled at him, wanting to keep him on her side. “You’re too weak. It’s best to keep your sword sharp for later.”

Jisana left the drunken soldier. As she walked out of the barn, she glanced at the six soldiers lounging around. None gave her more than a lascivious look. Good!
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She went to the tavern’s rear door, where Kluna let her in. In the bar, Bron watched two soldiers sitting at a table. “Where’s Haam?” she asked. He pointed toward the stairs. “I’ll go get him. We have to meet at the forge.”

Two minutes later, when she came down with Haam, Kluna was tending the bar without Bron. She strolled over to the blacksmith with Haam. She told him what the soldier relayed to her. He listened without commenting, though she noticed him tense when she mentioned the count’s involvement. In return, Haam described the short sword fight between the troops and militiamen. She realized the soldiers must be part of an elite regiment.

She found Todin, Clelan, and Bron waiting for them inside the forge.

“What’s this?” she asked Bron, who shifted on his feet.

“Whatever you’re planning, we want to join you,” he replied. “I was a pikeman when I was younger.”

After Haam described the soldier’s competence, she knew she needed more help. But was she prepared to risk these people’s lives? “Do you have a pike?” she asked. But he hung his head, shaking it haltingly.

“What’s happening?” Todin asked.

“The wounded soldier was drunk when I tended him. When I asked the fool about the prince, he told me they were taking Prince Ricard to the Count of Broditch.” She saw the others tense up. “Yes, the man who brought down the Palace, killing our king.” She wanted to add that Quon also killed her hero with the useless left arm, but that would risk a much longer conversation.

“I’ll kill ‘em,” Haam muttered.

She gripped his arm in sympathy with the emotions he had stored away for six years. “There’s ten of ‘em. We need a solid plan, and we must hurry. The grand wizard or his apprentice could fly into Retin any moment.”

Then, Clelan said, “I’ll need three hours. It’ll take that long to forge a bill.”

She liked Clelan, but sometimes he said the craziest things. “What’s a bill?” she asked.

“A spear point with a hook for unhorsing a rider,” Bron said. “I trained with one of them.”

“Good. You have until after sundown.” Clelan walked over to pick an iron bar that he pushed into the hot coals. Turning from watching Clelan, Jisana said, “We need more people; four isn’t enough.”

“Five,” Clelan said from beside the forge.

Not him! She glanced at Haam for guidance; he shook his head. “Five isn’t enough,” she said.

“Krepan was an archer,” Bron replied. “He’s our best hunter and hates Harpinians as much as we do.”

“Can you bring him here?”

Bron left, returning with an older man carrying an unstrung bow. He had a quiver of arrows on his back. Todin moved over to chat with Krepan in private. After a minute, Todin nodded to Jisana; the new archer would do. Soon, the iron in the coal was hot enough for Clelan to begin shaping.

Against the sound of Clelan moving his iron with rhythmic hammer blows, Jisana made her plan with the others. In a hand, the arrangements satisfied her, so they split until the evening.

Alone with Clelan, she watched as he pounded the yellow-hot iron into the shape of a long spear. She saw him forming the hook. Even in this crude form, it looked nasty. If Bron missed his first thrust, a sharp pullback of the spear’s tip would disembowel any man. She was glad she had never been in a soldier’s war.

After putting his work in the coals to reheat, Criv took a moment to give her the eight finished knives he had made. She hefted them in random pairs, realizing there wasn’t a balance or weight difference between any pair. Never had she received such accomplished work. “You can use this to help keep them sharp,” he said, giving her a piece of gritty cloth. “I use this to polish metal that I’ve hardened.”

She felt the cloth which was so abrasive it would tear off her skin if she rubbed it in her hands. Jisana thanked him, putting the fabric into a jerkin pocket. “So, what’s your weapon of choice?” she asked. “Sword, spear, or archery?”

He held out the hammer. She smiled. For close work, it could be effective.
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fifteen
Secrets Betrayed


Brodia woke in gradual steps to her body shivering. She lay naked in the chilly rain, unable to move her arms or legs. Where was she? Last thing she remembered was approaching the end of Sarn’s Cave. While forcing calm on herself, she lay still, welcoming the cold and pounding pain at the back of her head. Then, opening her eyes, she kept them as slits to protect against the rain. She side-eyed in each direction. To her left, she saw the half-nude body of Azaly with her long blond hair floating in a puddle of water by her head. Beyond the unconscious woman, she found the abrupt end to the narrow valley she was in. To her right, she saw the familiar path leading down toward trees. Brodia was in the Green Valley, and Home Cave was forty paces away.

Closing her eyes, she went to work on the throbbing ache in her head. She visualized the size and color of her pain, which was a dark apple-sized blob. After studying it for five seconds, she dropped the image before re-examining the irritation. The size was unchanged, but the color was dark blue. Every five seconds, she investigated the new vision of the pain. Over several minutes, it morphed from dark blue to light grey as its size diminished to strawberry-sized. Then, it disappeared. She mouthed thanks to Preem for this mental trick he taught her years ago.

Without the ache’s distraction, Brodia examined her situation. Her frigid body was naked from the waist up, lying with her limbs tied, splayed like a gutted hog. The last thing she remembered was following Tresela through Sarn Cave toward Home Cave. Sudden icy fear for her daughter gripped her. She had to find her d’dec.

Closing her eyes, Brodia searched for her wizard’s stone. She could reach ten paces before meeting her limit, but she detected nothing. Several times, she heard the crunch of heavy boots on loose rocks. A man was guarding her. Having exhausted her other options, she would engage her captors to find her daughter.

She lifted her head, acting as if she had just regained consciousness. Now she saw that she was outside the entrance to Sarn Cave.

A soldier looked at her. “You’re awake at last. Don’t run away,” he laughed. “My sergeant wants to talk to you.”

Moments later, the heavyset sergeant came out to squat by her head. “Welcome back,” he said gruffly. “You must be Tipini.”

How did he discover her fake name? Had Azaly or Tresela told him? “Where’s my daughter?”

“The little girl? She’s safe ... for now.” The big man’s smile wasn’t friendly. She warned him she’d kill him if he hurt her daughter. This threat only brought a sharp snicker. “Wonderful. But of course, I have tied you to the stakes,” he said, “and we’ve taken your wands far away.” He pulled her ash’tin knife from his belt, pointing its tip at her eyes. “You’re a toothless dog. So, threaten me as much as you please.” He leaned closer to whisper as if they were conspirators. “The grand wizard himself told me how to declaw you. I’m sure he’ll plan something pleasant for you and this blond assassin beside you. Meanwhile, I’ll keep this magical blade for myself; I’ve never seen its like before.”

So, he knew about her telescoping wand. She had to assume he also took Azaly’s wand, but what about Tresela’s? The situation was dire, but if she fooled them into letting Tresela get close enough, there remained a chance to win. For now, she needed to keep the soldier talking. “What do you want?” she asked.

“Information, of course,” the sergeant replied. “And we have a wonderful way to get it, called the sword game. My men swing their sword tips over your beautiful chest. Whoever cuts the shallowest wins the game. After playing it a few times, your friend Kaan found it painful enough to tell us everything we wanted to know.”

Brodia thought about his words, so they tortured Kaan. She would build a story of lies based on Kaan’s knowledge. “I’ll tell you everything if you let me see my daughter first.”

“Ah, that’s better. I wouldn’t enjoy seeing your pretty breasts sliced into ribbons.” The sergeant walked into the cave’s mouth.

Brodia glanced at Azaly, who was still asleep despite the cool rain that continued to fall on them both. When a sense of guilt rose in her breast, she forced it back down. She didn’t have time to wallow in pity for her shortcomings.

“Mama!” Tresela ran out of the cave to flop down, hugging Brodia’s body.

Brodia reached out with her mind for the wand in her daughter’s boot but found nothing. “Hi, honey.” Then she whispered, “Where’s your wand?”

“They took it far away,” Tresela replied before the sergeant pulled her off.

“You’ve seen your little girl,” he said. “So let’s begin our questions. What’s your name.”

“Tipini.” He’d already told her this.

“And this young woman beside you?”

“Azaly.”

The questioning continued as she gave him all the information she was sure Kaan learned, including Azaly’s killing of the brown-sash apprentice. As the sky darkened, he reached a point where she hesitated.

“Where’s Lihan, your Zenii?” he asked. She shook her head as she tried to think of an ambiguous lie. Who was Lihan? But the interrogator was impatient, saying, “You threatened to kill me if I harmed your daughter.”

“She’s innocent.”

“She is also rather small,” he said. “But maybe she isn’t too petite if you appreciate what I mean.” Brodia understood, jerking in her constraints, but couldn’t move. “If you don’t want us to try, then answer my questions.”

She wondered if Lihan was the Gray Wizard. At least, she assumed so for her answers. “He left here to go north.”

“But he was here?”

“Yes,” she replied, then she remembered the Arrox cave. “He lived in caves across the Green Valley. Near the top of the big valley.” He thanked her for being helpful. “So, we can go?” she asked, making it sound like she was naive.

As expected, he laughed. “We’ll take you to Narbend so Wizard Criv can ask you questions. I heard he can be most persuasive.” The sergeant got up to leave, holding Tresela, who tried to climb onto her mother.

“Can I have my jerkin to cover me?” she asked, but he shook his head. “What happened to Kaan?” she called out.

“We left him out overnight for the Arrox,” he said. “In the morning, we found some guts.”

Soon after he left, a soldier draped a blanket over her body and Azaly’s. Eventually, the rain eased to a drizzle before stopping. In time, when Azaly woke beside her, Brodia warned her student to stay silent.

In the night’s cold, she felt goosebumps rising on her skin. She hoped she hadn’t revealed more than what they already gathered from Kaan. But what she told them would be deadly for Otanic’s quest for freedom. She couldn’t allow these soldiers to pass on what they knew.
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Battle at the Barn


The Time Star was four hands above the eastern horizon, chasing a full Stimio. Jisana hid with Haam in the shadows, watching the two sentries guarding the barn’s door. Somewhere on each side, Bron and Clelan hid. Everyone was in place, waiting for Todin’s signal from inside the tavern; he was working with Krepan to assassinate the two soldiers in the tavern protecting the Prince.

Haam considered it too dark by the barn to risk shooting arrows, so Jisana would rely on surprise and hand-to-hand combat to kill the other eight. Four against eight, but if they killed the sentries without raising the alarm, it would be four fighting six sleeping men, five if she excluded the wounded soldier. She disliked those odds, but some things were beyond her control.

This wasn’t like other fights she led. This time, she was battling seasoned soldiers. She had cobbled together local people loyal to Otanic to play a significant role in that fight. If tonight’s action went well, she could start a rebellion almost anywhere.

She glanced at Haam. “May the Gods favor us tonight,” she whispered. She never advocated the Gods, but she needed to believe in something bigger than herself tonight. Haam reached over to squeeze her arm in reassurance.

On a sign she couldn’t identify, the two sentries began marching around the barn. She waited, watching as they each rounded their side of the barn. In the silence, she heard Todin’s muffled signal come from inside the tavern, three clicks as he struck two wooden sticks together. Good. She hated waiting. Two minutes later, the sentries reappeared, taking their positions on each side of the barn door.

Jisana repeated the signal with her own sticks.

“Who’s there?” one sentry called out.

She saw the two shadows race across the outside of the barn. Clelan dropped his man with one swing of his hammer, with only the thrump of the body falling to the ground. Bron thrust his spear into the middle of the other sentry, who screamed out in pain. Shit! The noise would wake the dead or six sleeping soldiers in the barn.

Jisana pulled out one of her new knives before stepping into the faint moonlight. On her left, she heard Haam draw his sword. The stuck sentry was silent now, dead from Bron’s spearpoint. Bron stood ready on her right. The barndoor opened as five men came charging out. Dressed in long undergarments, they carried their swords. They could have been ghosts in the pale light, but they meant to kill.

One big man ran straight at Jisana, but she buried two knives in his chest before he reached her. Still, he slashed his sword. She jumped back as she pulled another knife. The bullish soldier came on, thrusting his sword at her chest. She caught its edge on her blade, forcing the tip away from her. The man barreled into her, snarling his defiance, as she thrust her knife into his throat.

The man died as he landed on top of her. She sprang back up with the bloody knife still in her hand.

To her right, Bron struggled against his soldier. She threw her knife, catching the trooper in the shoulder of his sword arm. It allowed Bron to skewer him hard enough for his spear point to protrude from the soldier’s back.

To her left, Clelan crumpled under a soldier. Beside her, Haam had dropped one but now faced two more, including the one that ended Clelan. She screamed as she charged to help Haam, throwing another knife into the nearest assailant, dropping him to his knees. Haam killed the further one. Then, seeing the other on his knees, he finished him with a single merciful thrust.

Jisana took a second to look around; seven Harpinian soldiers lay on the ground. Two wore uniforms while the moonlight reflected palely off the other five’s long undergarments. Near the door, she saw the prone shape of another man, Clelan. Bron, on her right, rested on one knee, injured. Haam checked the three dead men near him. Glancing behind, she found Todin surveying the carnage with Krepan standing beside him.

As she walked over to Clelan, a shout came from the barn. The wounded soldier charged out with a sword in his left hand.

“Bitch!” he screamed as he rushed straight at her.

She pulled out her last knife, throwing it hard into his chest. He staggered but continued to come toward her. She watched him stumble on. Then Bron’s spear impaled him while Haam drove his blade into his side. The man collapsed.

Neither side expected quarter, and none got it. Neither did she expect cowardly Harpinian soldiers, which they weren’t.

Jisana knelt beside Clelan, turning him over. His neck was sticky from his blood, but he still breathed.

“Haam!”
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seventeen
A Young Hero


After a fortnight on the road from Clovermouth, Sarn caught his first glimpse of Otanmouth in the near distance. The land was calm-sea flat with few trees to offer any shade from the afternoon sun. He strode alongside Ibun while Preem followed behind with Denizia. After days of training with Ibun, he admired the tall wizard even more than he did his uncle. So when Ibun told him to call him Zenii last night, it thrilled Sarn. He had forgotten that he dreamed about Uncle Preem as his Zenii.

Sarn was proud of his Zenii as he set a walking pace that had once exhausted Sarn, but now he reveled in it, even admiring himself as he kept up with his Zenii. In his mind, he considered this a story pulled from one of his childhood books. The League of Wizards marched to save the kingdom. He moved a pebble across the beach’s sand yesterday, leaving no doubts in his mind. The stone only rolled when he compressed those d’sur waves enough to do so.

Even Denizia seemed to feel herself part of the hero game. Each evening, she answered Uncle Preem’s questions about Otanic’s recent history. Sarn didn’t know half of what she did. He heard about the Night of Magic Spearpoints. This story, in particular, shook his uncle. Sarn remembered seeing his parents shaken when it happened, but he was too young to realize its importance. Now Uncle Preem made it clear that Quon had broken a sacred law of wizardry by killing to sow fear in the people.

Sarn also learned many things about the royal family. Most of which was boring, but Uncle seemed fascinated by it all, especially the queen’s marriage to Harpin’s crown prince and the birth of her two sons. Preem noted that the queen’s eldest boy would be the first person with legitimate claims to the throne of both realms.

The road they traveled led to the small city of Otanmouth, now in sight. Sarn only vaguely remembered Kefnu from six years ago. He recalled seeing the massive stone walls surrounding the capital. They seemed to reach the clouds. While inside those walls, stones cobbled the streets. However, the gray stone wall around Otanmouth was unimpressive in comparison.

To the city wall’s left, Sarn saw the broad expanse of water that must be the majestic Otan River itself. Aside from the sea, this was the largest body of water he had ever seen.

It took another hand to pass through the city’s western gate. Inside, the roads were hard-packed dirt running between the two-story houses. Most of the buildings were stone, making them different from the cottages in Clovermouth. Sarn saw Denizia whispering to Uncle Preem. Since the encounter with the yellow-sash apprentice, his uncle wore a wide-brimmed hat he pulled down to cover his face. No longer did he wear the bandages hiding his eyes. At first glance, a stranger would not suspect Wizard Preem was blind.

“Go to the docks,” Preem told Ibun.

The main road they walked along soon led to a wider area where the builders had cobbled the ground like Kefnu City. A row of taverns stood near the river, separated from that river by a line of warehouses. Beyond those warehouses, Sarn saw the mast tops of several ships docked along the river wharf. Sarn imagined how big those ships must be.

They turned right to pass along the row of five taverns, each opposite a different warehouse. The scene was as colorful as Sarn’s home village, with each warehouse painted differently.

“We must find an inn for tonight,” Preem said from behind him. “Sarn, please describe the shingle for each tavern so I may select one.”

“This sign shows a ship under attack by a giant green crab, Uncle,” Sarn said as he studied the shingle swinging above the door of the first tavern at the corner with the main street.

“Ah, the Green Crab, I believe,” Preem said. “I’ve stayed here before; let’s try another.”

As they walked along the row of taverns, Sarn described two more signs, but Preem declined each one. The fourth one didn’t depict a sea adventure. “It’s just a fancy coat of arms, Uncle. However, it has a ship in the middle. It’s called the Merchant’s Arms.”

“Good. I’ve never stayed at this one before. Go in, young Sarn, to determine if they have two rooms available for tonight.”

Sarn looked across the street at the yellow warehouse. The color was as bright as that yellow sash the dead apprentice wore. Inside the tavern, Sarn found the innkeeper talking to the barkeeper. Interrupting the middle-aged lady, he asked, “Do you have two rooms for tonight? I’m here with my uncle and ...” He almost said Zenii; he must stay mindful. “... family friends.”

She told him the rooms were half a crown each.

Later, as he sat in the room with the ship painted in red on its door, Sarn listened to the conversation between Preem and Denizia. His uncle reminded her she was free to leave as she didn’t owe them anything. “We will book passage to Lowmouth,” Preem said from the room’s only chair. “You may accompany us or not as you wish.”

Denizia sat on the bed beside Ibun. “They told me Jongiloc is boiling while Lowmouth is the worst of it all.”

“Ibun may disagree on that last point,” Preem said with a brief chuckle. “After all, it’s his home.”

“I’m sorry, sir. You’ve been good to me, so I meant no offense,” she responded.

“None taken,” Ibun said. “After being away for six years, I’ll likely find its humid air oppressive. The weather in this city seems pleasant. You can seek work here or return to your home.”

“Not home, sir. Me parents sold me off because no man offered me a marriage contract.” She paused as if remembering her family. “I will ask around, sir. Perhaps I can work in a tavern.”

“A suitable choice, Denizia. For where we go, it isn’t safe,” Preem said. “Now, young Sarn. I have a mission for you.”

“Yes, uncle,” Sarn glanced up from where he sat cross-legged on the wooden floor.

“Visit the ships along the pier to find one that leaves for Lowmouth. Book passage in a single cabin.” Preem pulled two coins from his purse. “Here’s two crowns to give as a sign of good faith. Tell the captain we’ll pay the rest of the fare when we come aboard.”

“And Squirt,” Ibun added, “don’t mention that your uncle is blind.”

“Yes, sir.”

With the two crowns clutched in his hand, Sarn hurried off, happy his uncle trusted him with such an important task. Pa would never have trusted him to book passage on a ship, not that they ever traveled anywhere. At first, he hadn’t liked Zenii’s nickname for him. But he changed his opinion when his uncle told him the complete story of Roon, who died in the Palace’s fall. It was a hero’s name, so he’d live up to the moniker.

He hurried between the yellow and purple warehouses onto Otanmouth’s wharf. The sight before him was magnificent. Four two-masted ships were tied side-on to the quay. They were much grander than Clovermouth’s fishing boats, which seemed puny compared to these beasts of the sea. Each brig had a vivid figurehead with bright colors painted along its side. The closest boat had two blue stripes running the entire side’s length. A crew member stood at the top of the gangplank.

“Good sir,” Sarn called up the narrow plank, “is this ship bound for Lowmouth?”

“No, boy. Try the Salient. She’s sailing that way.” The sailor pointed along the line of ships. Sarn nodded in thanks.

Sarn sauntered along the quay, checking the names written in white or yellow on each ship’s stern. He imagined himself sailing across the sea in one of these sea palaces. But then he reminded himself that he was already on a fantastic adventure.

Just past the third merchant brig’s gangway, he saw two Harpin soldiers talking animatedly with a young woman. As he reached them, he heard one soldier yell at the woman about walking with the soldiers. The woman was shaking her head. Sarn stopped to listen, curious.

“What ya looking at, short pants?” the taller soldier said to Sarn. “Get along before I kicks ya rump.”

He delayed for a second before the trooper moved to kick him. But Sarn jumped back as the mean guard took swings with his booted foot. Hurrying past the soldier, he noticed the woman walking away.

Like Pa, Sarn hated Harpin’s soldiers, who treated local people like the sheep grazing at the top of Clovermouth’s cliff. He pondered what Zenii or his uncle would do to protect the girl. Still, it seemed he’d distracted the soldiers enough for her to escape. He kept walking along the line of merchant vessels.

The next ship’s stern displayed the name Salient in bright mustard-yellow script. He hailed the sailor guarding the end of the gangplank. “Good sir, are you bound for Lowmouth?”

“That we are, lad.”

“Can I come aboard to speak to the captain?”

“He not be here, lad. Try the Green Crab.”

After nodding his thanks, Sarn hurried past the bright green warehouse toward the first tavern on the street. The air inside was smoky from all the sailor’s pipes. When he inquired about the Salient’s captain, the innkeeper pointed to a corner table with two men talking in hushed voices. Sarn moved through the tavern to the corner table. He stood nearby, afraid to interrupt these influential men because he was only a twelve-year-old boy from a small fishing village. Then he recalled moving that stone last night. He also remembered that he was the nephew of the greatest wizard and apprentice to a grand wizard.

He stepped to the table. “Excuse me, Captain.”

The stockier gentleman turned to inspect Sarn before responding, “What do you want, boy?”
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Chuffed at his success with the Salient’s captain, Sarn sauntered out of the tavern’s dark green doors. Across the street were the backs of the green and blue warehouses. Each looked recently painted. Several individuals meandered along the street, with a few adopting a more urgent pace. He took a deep breath. Zenii would be pleased with the completed mission. The Salient sailed on tomorrow’s noon-time ebb tide. He turned to stroll down the cobbled road toward the Merchant’s Arms a hundred paces further on. The salty smells could be Clovermouth, except for the added tang of animal dung. The world was his.

He noticed a Harpinian soldier talking to a young woman ahead of him. As he approached, he recognized the tall soldier from beside the ships who had tried to kick him. Sarn heard the soldier demand money before ripping her dress.

Something touched Sarn’s sense of justice, as the woman could have been Denizia. “Hey you!” he called out. “Leave her alone.”

“Get lost, short pants!” The trooper grabbed another handful of her dress to pull it off, leaving the woman crying in her undergarments. Sarn ran up, kicking the burly soldier in the shin. He thought the girl could run away, but she huddled on the ground, crying.

But now the soldier reached for Sarn. He ducked under the soldier’s wild swing and ran toward the Merchant’s Arms. He couldn’t go in, so he darted across the street to the warehouses, hoping to lose his pursuer on the crowded harbor front. As he glanced at the tavern, he saw Ibun step out, but he had to keep running.

Two more soldiers joined in the chase. They were a couple of steps behind as Sarn reached the yellow warehouse. As a stack of barrels tipped over toward him. Sarn straddled a rolling barrel to keep going before he ducked between the yellow and purple warehouses. He’d only taken three steps through the gap when he felt a gripping fist pick him up, flying him onto the yellow warehouse’s roof. The fist held him down so hard he struggled to breathe.

Squashed into the roof, he watched Zenii sitting peacefully in a chair by the tavern door. No one would think he was involved, but Sarn watched the waves reaching from his boot to the gripping fist holding him down. Below him, he heard the soldiers cursing as they untangled themselves from the rolling barrels. Soon they ran along the gap between the warehouses, looking for a boy who wasn’t there anymore.

Ibun crossed his legs as he pulled his hat to shade his eyes; he could have been asleep. Others on the street watched the troopers, hoping for further excitement, but then walked on. Sarn couldn’t move as the gripping fist held him down, but Zenii relaxed it enough to let him take deep breaths.

Minutes passed as the activity below quietened down. Sarn saw his uncle step out to talk to Ibun. He wondered what they discussed. After a moment, a new gripping fist snaked out from Uncle Preem’s boot to snare Sarn. Zenii gave Preem his seat before strolling into the tavern without glancing at where Sarn remained pinned to the roof. Their movements left no doubt that Sarn was in trouble. Still, he couldn’t so much as move his hand inside his uncle’s magical cocoon.

Twenty minutes passed before Sarn felt himself lifted back to the alley between the warehouses, where the cocoon released him. He peered around the end of the yellow warehouse, where his uncle signaled him to return. Wanting to run, he chose instead to stroll over. The street was empty of any blue uniforms.

When he reached Preem, his uncle only said, “Ibun wants to talk to you in the room.”

If he’d called him Little Sarn, it would have been better, but he didn’t. Sarn trudged to their room, where Ibun sat in the chair with his hat resting on his lap. He didn’t say a word.

All his pride at getting passage on the Salient had vanished long ago. Sarn could only say, “I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“The soldier was hurting a woman.” He thought the reason was apparent. His execution wasn’t, but this was what they fought for.

“So, you think of yourself as the hero?”

The truth would worsen it, so he said, “No.”

“Of course you do. All those tales of wizards helping people. You see yourself as a hero from those stories. The same hero, like your uncle, you dream about at nighttime.”

“I ...” It was true, but he saw it as silly now.

“The genuine heroes have responsibilities as we must decide where to expose ourselves. Which means letting some wrongs go untouched.”

“When we freed Denizia, I thought we would save other women too.”

“We saved Denizia where there were no witnesses. Our mission is bigger than saving Denizia or any other person. It is larger than any of us and much vaster than our pride or dreams.”

“I’m sorry.” Was all he could think to say.

“Don’t apologize,” Ibun responded. “We don’t have the luxury to live in the past. We have to look forward. Do better next time.” As Sarn hung his head, Preem stepped into the room. Ibun continued, “You’re the first apprentice who is a grand wizard’s nephew. You must act with all the weight of your family history. We are not in a school play where you can forget your lines without consequences. People will die if we go wrong, or worse, our mission can fail.” Ibun paused as he gave his chair to Preem. “You should thank your uncle for tracking you throughout your mission. He warned me you were getting into trouble.”

Sarn was about to thank his uncle, but Uncle Preem held up his hand. “And you should thank Ibun for rescuing you without the soldiers being suspicious. He opened the warehouse’s back door, knocking over the empty barrels. Made it look like an accident.”

“Thank you,” Sarn mumbled.

“No need for that; we help each other. I did stupid things too, before I understood my duty better,” Ibun said. “Enough of that. Did you book passage for us?”

“Yes, the Salient sails on the noontide.”

“Then we leave for Lowmouth tomorrow,” Preem said, ending Sarn’s lesson for the day.
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Hammer Man


The day after the battle at the barn, Jisana sat beside Clelan, lying in his bed at the back of the forge. He’d lost a lot of blood, but Haam said he should recover, provided they can prevent fever. Today the hamlet built a large fire to burn the soldier’s uniforms. The villagers buried the stripped bodies in a mass grave half a league into the forest. She would leave with Todin tomorrow to take the prince home to his mother. So, this afternoon, she could indulge herself by watching over a sleeping Clelan.

Haam had bandaged her right arm after she discovered the bear of a soldier had cut her with his sword before she finished him. Bron was already limping around despite the deep laceration to his thigh. Overall, they’d been lucky.

Clelan stirred, and she gazed at his face, hoping she’d get a chance to say goodbye. His eyes fluttered open to find hers. He smiled.

“Welcome back, Hammer Man,” she said. “How do you feel?”

“Dry. Do you have any water?”

“Better. Haam wants you to drink red wine. The soldiers had some excellent Harpin Red.”

“I wouldn’t drink anything from there,” he wheezed.

“Nonsense. We’ll take their good stuff but return the bad. Every Harpin soldier is part of their bad.” She poured a cup of red wine from the nearby flask before easing him up to take a sip.

After drinking, he sighed before lying back down. “I got one, didn’t I?”

She nodded, proud of this brave man. “But that hammer wasn’t useful when they see you coming.” He shook his head. With a broad smile, she added, “Luckily, you’re not big like most blacksmiths, making a small target in the dark.”

His eyes drifted to the bandage on her arm. He touched it with his fingers. “Did you get injured in the fight?”

Jisana told him about the huge soldier who charged at her. She described how it took three knives to stop him. For her, the attack was another story, like fighting the Arrox in the Green Valley. But Clelan acted like she was heroic.

“Who are you?” he asked. “You’re not just another rebel leader.”

Jisana thought about her response. He deserved a better answer, so she wanted to tell him everything. However, she still needed to keep some secrets for now. “I’m one of four people who call themselves the Four Crowns. We’ve sworn to drive Harpin out of our lands. After six years preparation, we have come out of hiding to fulfill our purpose. Haam is another member.”

“Who are the others?”

Shaking her head, she touched his lips. “That must remain a secret, but I will tell you one day soon. However, the other two Crowns are powerful people, so my task is to distract Harpin while they destroy the Academy of Wizards. Then we can defeat Harpin as we did in the olden times.” She stared into his eyes, wanting to kiss him. Instead, she added, “I will kill Harpin’s soldiers wherever I find them. Last night wasn’t my first dead soldier.”

“Did any escape last night?” he asked. She assured him they buried all ten deep in the forests. “Good,” he sighed as he closed his eyes momentarily. Then he asked, “Is everyone alright?”

“Yes. They hurt you the most, Hammer Man.” Clelan began feeling his body. She took his hand to show him the bandages. “He sliced across your chest, here.” She placed his hand on his chest’s left side. “A thrust into your hip and a nasty cut in your neck’s side. That one almost bled you like a gander. But you’re a tough nut, Hammer Man.”

“I guess I was lucky,” he said. “Are you going to stay with me?”

“For a little while today. I leave tomorrow. Prince Ricard is strong enough to travel, so I must return him to his mother. It’ll take time to reach the city, but it’s dangerous for Retin if he stays here.”

“Will you return?”

“If Etado wills it. You’ve not seen the last of me, Hammer Man.”

“I’ll pray to Etado then and her mother Amira, the God of love.”

Exhaustion pulled Clelan back into sleep, so she watched his peaceful face for several minutes. Then she leaned over to kiss him on his lips. He let out a long sigh but didn’t open his eyes.

She remained by his side as she thought about Prince Ricard and the city of Kefnu. Somehow, she’d have to get the prince back into the city. She couldn’t trust the guards at the gate; that much was sure now. But how do I smuggle a famous boy into a busy city like Kefnu?
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Mama’s Stone


It scared Tresela when she touched Mama this afternoon. Her skin was the same cold-wet when she was sick once. Tresela must save her Mama because Papa couldn’t, nor could Uncle Haamy, who always knew what to do. But those blue men tied Mama to the ground. Tresela hated those blue men. Once before, they took her and Papa through the Barrens until Mama killed them. Now it was nighttime and the bad men slept, so she can help Mama and Az.

Mama’s magic was gone. Her wizard’s stone was in Home Cave, but the blue men wouldn’t let Tresela leave this cave. Tresela had cried all day, afraid she would lose Mama too. The blue men ignored her as they didn’t care.

She could use the new stone in the pocket of Mama’s jerkin. But Mama forbade her from entering it. Tresela cried some more, unsure how she could save Mama or Az. Then, in the darkness, she remembered Mama’s words to bring her jerkin to her. Was it like the game she played when Papa named a place where a sweet treat awaited her? Mama never played that game, but maybe she was playing it now.

The blue men had tied Tresela’s hands behind her back, but her feet were free. The cave was black because of the night, so the nasty men slept, except one who sat at the cave’s entrance, watching Mama and Az. Tresela stopped crying so she could concentrate. She noticed where the new stone was because she saw the shimmering waves coming from it. Even the dark couldn’t hide it from her. She walked to where Mama’s jerkin lay among some big rocks. She slipped into the stone to tell it she was its friend. Afterward, she made a thin edge of waves to cut the leather cord that tied her hands together.

Tresela held the metal piece with the new stone in her hand. Now she perceived where all the blue men lay asleep. She walked to the front of the cave using her silent hunting steps. Mama was only three steps away in the dark, but Tresela feared Mama would be angry because she disobeyed her order to leave the new stone alone.

Honey, is that you? Mama’s words came into Tresela’s mind.

I miss you, Mama; please do not be angry that I entered the new stone.

I am not. Can you send the d’dec to me?

Tresela formed a magical hand to hold the new stone. Then she floated it out to Mama, leaving it by her head. In seconds, Mama held the watching blue man in a cocoon before cutting herself free from the ground. Tresela went to Mama to give her the biggest hug in the history of forever.

“I want you to hide in Home Cave,” Mama whispered. “I don’t want you seeing what Mama must do. So no peeking.”

Tresela nodded. She ran down the slope to Home Cave, where the wands were. Inside the darkness of her old home, she waited until Mama finished with the horrible blue men. Tresela hated those blue men more than she hated the Arrox. One day, she would kill them too, just like Mama did.

No sound came down the valley, but Tresela sensed the spearpoints Mama created to kill each blue man. Soon, Mama called for Tresela to come back. Picking up the three wands, Tresela walked up the slope, where she found Mama sitting by the fire with Azaly. They wore their clothes again as the fire warmed them. It made Tresela happy because Mama’s skin was warm, like usual.

Outside the cave, Mama had tied one of the blue men to the ground. She knew it was the one that ordered the others to do bad things. With her wand, Tresela felt where the sleeping blue men were dead.

“Don’t look, honey,” Mama whispered.

“I hate them,” Tresela said. “Why is the big one alive?”

“He let the Arrox kill Kaan. And he had a silver-stone in his pocket so Wizard Quon could find him. We must be careful with him.”

Tresela wanted to kill the meany who hurt Mama, but Mama wouldn’t let her, so she asked for the new stone. It liked her more than the one in her wand. When Mama gave her the new stone, Tresela put it in her boot. She kept her other stone in the wand because it looked like a black twin of Azaly’s wand.

That night, she slept in her mother’s embrace. She missed Papa still, but for now, she relaxed because Mama cared.

In the morning, the big man with the funny name, Sergeant, was still tied. The Arrox hadn’t come to eat him yet because they feared Mama.

“We must get rid of the bodies,” Mama told Azaly. “Take any purses you find.”

As Azaly went to the dead blue men, Mama released Sergeant, taking him down the valley to the big forest. Tresela followed, hoping Mama wouldn’t send her away. At the valley’s base, Mama tied him to a tree. He wasn’t wearing his blue clothes anymore. Then Mama filled a leather bucket from the stream before pouring it over Sergeant. He glared at Mama.

“Do you know why I did that?” she asked, but he didn’t respond. “The Arrox dread my smell. Now, you don’t have my scent on your worthless body.” Mama took out her knife, pointing it at the man’s eyes. “Do you still want to keep this?”

“I’ll not tell you a thing,” the man said. He wasn’t afraid.

“I wouldn’t waste my time asking,” she replied. She cut a line across his belly, letting his blood flow to the ground. “Now the Arrox can find you easier. Nothing you learned from me or Kaan will leave this valley.” The man smiled. Tresela doubted he’d be happy when the first Arrox found him.

Mama stacked the dead bodies across the back of a flying platform. She invited Azaly to sit with Tresela in front of her. This time, Tresela didn’t feel sad about leaving Home Cave, which meant nothing without Mama or Papa.

Mama flew across the valley to a smaller valley Tresela hadn’t seen before. On one side was a dark cave that stunk of Arrox. Mama dropped the bodies into the Arrox cave. Then she tossed in the silver-stone to mark the blue man’s end.

It was mid-morning when Mama flew them to the bottom of the Green Valley. She stopped the flying platform above the river, near the waterfall. “Tresela, what do we call this river?” she asked.

“Roon River, Mama.”

Mama looked at Az. “I will never forget your brother. Now we go to get our vengeance.” She flew them to the beach before turning north. Tresela felt her mother’s determination to fight all the blue men now. It made Tresela happy because she hated those blue men.
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twenty
Return from Retin


Jisana came down the stairs holding Prince Ricard’s hand. The young boy had nervous energy. Todin sat alone in the bar area with his bow wrapped in his blanket, ready to go. Earlier, she made her farewells to Clelan, who remained bed-bound after a full day of recovery. Each parting was a sad joy, except this time, she wasn’t sure she’d see him again. Clelan promised to find her if she didn’t return.

As she approached Todin’s table, he stood. “Prince Ricard, may I introduce Todin, who will ride with us to Kefnu.” Todin bowed.

Ricard bowed before asking, “Will Haamy be traveling with us too?” The boy had taken to calling Haam by this nickname, it revealed the affection the boy had for the giant healer.

“No, he must stay to tend to the wounded. Todin will protect us with his arrows,” Jisana said. The boy bid Todin hello. Wanting to avoid formalities with the young prince, she asked Todin, “Where is Bron?”

“He claimed he had to make a change outside.”

Jisana walked to the door with the prince following like a duckling. Outside, she found Bron on a ladder, attaching a shingle beside the door. She saw four silver coins painted on a green background, each with a cross etched into it. Under the coins, in red script, were the words Four Crowns.

“I had it made two days ago,” Bron said. “Now seems an excellent time to put it up.”

“I like it,” she replied. She looked around. The morning was young, with a dampness she liked. Tied to the hitching pole were two cavalry horses the soldiers rode in on. She suggested the villagers hide the others in the forest for several weeks. “We must be on our way. I want to put a few leagues between us and Retin. It’s too dangerous for you with us nearby.”

Bron climbed down the ladder, favoring his injured leg. He gave her a long hug. “You’ve changed our lives, Jisana. We were once a sleepy village full of dissidents; now we are rebels with vigor again.”

“You did this yourselves,” she replied. “Todin! It’s time to go,” she called into the tavern.

Several minutes later, she was following Todin away from the hamlet. The prince sat in front of her, holding the saddle’s pommel. It took them half a hand to reach the forest. After another two hands on the road in the trees, Todin turned his chestnut mare south, entering the forest’s dark shadows.

She trusted Todin’s hunter’s instincts to keep them from riding in circles in the featureless maze of oak and beech trees. “Would you like to hold the reins?” she asked Ricard.

“Oh yes, please.”

Her black gelding continued to follow Todin as Prince Ricard held the reins. She wrapped her arms around the boy’s torso. Relaxing would be easy, but she warned herself to stay alert. A flying wizard could upend their plans in seconds.

They stopped with daylight left. As she let Ricard help prepare the small fire, Todin took his bow to go hunting for rabbit or squirrel. They had dried meat, but any chance to avoid depleting their store made sense.

As she sat by the fire with the young prince, Jisana told him a childhood story about a prince going to war beside his father. She embellished the tale with her experiences fighting Harpin’s troops outside the barn. She even added a part where the prince threw knives to kill a sword-wielding soldier. Of course, the prince helped win the war in the end.

As she spun her tale, she spotted a squirrel on a tree trunk ten paces away. The rodent thought it clung to the tree at a safe distance. She was about to prove otherwise. She pulled out a knife, and from the sitting position, she threw it hard enough to pin the squirrel to the trunk.

“Wow!” the Prince said. “Just like in the story.”

“Let’s go get it.” She strolled to the tree with the prince, who skipped along, enraptured by the story coming to life. She levered her knife from the tree, pulling off the dead squirrel.

“There’s another one,” Ricard whispered.

By following his pointing finger, she spotted a second squirrel five feet above the forest floor, flicking its tail at them just six paces away. Jisana flipped her knife, impaling the rodent with a dull thud into the beech tree. As she collected the second squirrel, she wondered if Todin was having luck. She smiled, thinking of his surprise to find two squirrels cooking on a spit.

Back at the fire, Jisana began preparing the squirrels, cutting the base of each tail before pulling the skin off.

“That’s disgusting,” Ricard said. But he didn’t turn away.

“You can’t eat the fur. Look for a long straight stick,” she said, indicating the surrounding area.

While dinner cooked, Jisana asked the prince, “Would you like to learn to throw a knife?”

“Oh, please.”

“Hold the knife like this.” Jisana held a knife by its point, positioning Ricard two paces from a tree. “Now throw your arm forward, releasing the blade halfway past your head.” The prince tried, but the knife clanged off the tree. “Try again.” The same thing happened, but on the fourth throw, the knife’s tip marked the bark. On the sixth attempt, the blade embedded in the tree. The prince danced around in delight.

“You must practice to get proficient,” Jisana said. “This way is only for two paces. I will show you how to throw from further when you’re accomplished from this close.”

“Did your Papa show you how to fling knives?” he asked.

She shook her head, remembering her last days with her father. “When I was ten, my parents died of the fever. As street folk, I was too small to fight, so I learned to throw a knife.”

“You were a beggar?” Ricard’s voice didn’t hide his disgust.

“Anyone can catch a fever, even a prince. Beggars are people who’ve been unlucky; nothing else. It takes strength not to give in to the Gods’ fate.”

Just then, Todin returned with three squirrels. He laughed when he realized dinner was almost ready. “I guess I don’t have to hunt tomorrow evening.” He sat on the other side of the prince to warm his calloused hands.

“Tomorrow, we can ride until sundown,” Jisana agreed. “Put another two leagues behind us.”

That night, she let Prince Ricard sleep under her blanket with her. They kept each other warm.

On the second day, in the forest’s unbroken solitude, Todin rode back from his lead position, warning Jisana that a small group of men approached on horseback. After glancing around, she picked a nearby bramble patch to hide behind, but the horses were too big to conceal.

Todin dismounted before pulling up his horse’s front leg by the postern. He eased his horse to the ground. “Sit by her head,” he told her before doing the same to her horse. Now they waited for the strangers to pass them by. Todin had his bow strung with three arrows stuck in the soil beside him while she held a throwing knife in each hand.

The group of five horsemen passed thirty paces from their hiding place. Jisana stroked the mare’s neck to keep her calm but never took her attention from the passing men. None wore uniforms, though each carried a sword buckled to their belts.

“What do you think?” she asked Todin once the strangers were beyond their hearing.

The archer shrugged. “The queen will also send out men to find her son.”

As she thought about this possibility, she realized why she must personally deliver Prince Ricard. Having the queen as a patron would give Jisana more power to lead a rebellion in the city. She would not risk sharing that with anyone, friend, or foe.

That evening, Prince Ricard helped her prepare the squirrels, though he lacked the strength to pull off the skin. After the fever, he would need a few more days to regain his energy.

The forest thinned out in the afternoon of the third day, revealing farmlands ahead. They stopped at the forest edge, looking over fields of wheat or barley.

“Where do you think we are?” she asked Todin.

“Northeast of the city, maybe two days ride, maybe less. If we head southwest, we’ll either meet the city or the Otan River,” he said. “If we find a farm, we can sleep on straw instead of grass.”

“No. I don’t trust anyone except us. Some farms may belong to Harpin farmers now.”

Todin set off in the lead, and Jisana followed with the prince wedged against the pommel. He was pale as he looked around in silence. She suspected he remained weak from the fever. She would stop early tonight to let him get a long night’s sleep. The responsibility of caring for a little boy weighed on her.

They had only walked for a hand when Todin pointed to a large bird flying north. It must be a bird of prey soaring on the air currents. Only this bird was moving too fast, nor was it circling.

“Hold up,” she called out to Todin. Ricard was dozing, leaning back into her. Wasting no time, she unslung her blanket to wrap it around her shoulders, covering the young prince.

“What –” Ricard murmured from his half-sleep.

“Hush. Let the blanket keep you warm.” The wizard changed direction toward them. “Ride on,” she said to Todin. “Scowl if he comes closer.”

Her eyes watched the wizard lower himself, hovering thirty paces away. She glared at him while holding the blanket around her. The wizard with the bright green sash rose into the air before flying toward the east. She plodded on, glancing back several times to see the wizard disappearing into the darkening sky.

The sun was still a hand above the western horizon when she spotted a large clump of trees with bushes in a slight depression at the corner of a farmer’s field. It would be an excellent hiding place where no one would notice their fire. She pointed out the site to Todin, who led his black mare into the secluded spot. That night, with a thin Prepio crescent, she forced herself to settle in early, letting the prince sleep in her arms. Secreting the boy into the city was merely the first of her challenges.
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twenty-one
Hated Disguise


The morning after Sarn’s attempted heroism, Ibun sat outside the Merchant’s Arms, watching the local people walk along the street. Blue uniformed Harpinian troops wandered about in pairs or threes, never alone. The clear sky promised a pleasant summer’s day; he didn’t miss the daily monsoons of the Green Valley. As he let the sun warm his black face, the tavern’s door opened, and Denizia stepped out to stand beside him. One glimpse at her face told him she had something to say.

“I work here tonight,” she said. “The innkeeper hired me to help in the kitchen and serve drinks.”

Ibun was pleased for her. His Zenii hadn’t revealed his plans for Lowmouth, but Ibun sensed it would be a dangerous time for anyone traveling with them. He escorted the young woman to the ship room, where Preem rested with young Sarn.

When she relayed her news to the others, it pleased Preem, but Sarn looked glum.

“I ask a favor of you before we part,” Preem said. He pulled out his purse to fish out some coins. “Will you go to buy yourself a new dress at the market?”

Denizia insisted she was fine, but Preem told her a new life deserved new clothes. As Zenii convinced her to go shopping, a new idea came to Ibun.

“Can you also buy a girl’s dress that fits young Sarn?” Ibun said. “The boy needs a disguise after making a public show of himself yesterday.” Sarn protested, of course, but Ibun would hear none of his complaints. Instead, he told Sarn to stand beside Denizia so she could judge his height.

“A blue dress with flowers will look perfect on him,” she said with a broad smile. She seemed delighted at being involved in some mental pain for her young friend. She skipped out the door after Preem gave her more coins for Sarn’s dress.

Sarn remained distraught at the thought, appealing to Ibun for mercy. But the tall wizard from Lowmouth only shook his head, for he had decided. Turning to his uncle, Sarn claimed it wasn’t fair.

“Enough!” Preem said. “Your’s isn’t to question the wisdom of your Zenii. You would not need this disguise if you hadn’t played the rash hero yesterday.” Sarn hung his head, so Preem offered sage advice. “You’ve been told about having one lord. Never again appeal to me for relief from your guru’s orders. He has my complete trust in teaching or guiding you.” Preem paused as Sarn nodded his head. Then Preem added, “You are now a member of an exclusive group called the Defenders of Vosj. Act like a man of humility, for you will have immense power one day.”

“I ... Yes, Uncle.”

As Preem spoke, Ibun used his budding magical perception to verify that no one listened outside the door.

Denizia soon returned, dropping a package on the bed. After a sad farewell with many good lucks, she left them to seek a fresh life free of the burden of being someone’s indentured slave.

Sarn picked at the parcel. Inside was a light blue dress with a matching blue bonnet, which made an excellent addition to Sarn’s disguise. Waving his hand, Ibun indicated for Sarn to hurry with changing. Soon, he looked like a boy in a dress. However, Ibun passed no comment, knowing it would only make Sarn more self-conscious.

“Wrap your old clothes in the package,” Ibun said. “You’ll want to change once the ship goes to sea.”

“You two can board the Salient now,” Preem said. “Once aboard, stay in the cabin. I will join you shortly.”

“Yes, Zenii,” Ibun whispered. Then he added in a louder voice. “Come, Squirt. Take off your brown cap and put on your bonnet; it will hide your boyish face.”

Sarn stuffed his cap into a dress pocket before pulling the blue bonnet down on his head. Ibun left ahead of his apprentice, certain he was starting an adventure that would be the source of children’s stories for a century. He was also confident that Sarn would never pretend to be a hero again.
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Kefnu



twenty-two
Into the Black


After their first night beyond the eastern forest, Jisana set off late from their concealed campsite to give the boy more rest time. She wanted to move faster but feared he wasn’t capable of any exertion. By mid-afternoon, they crossed the Northern Road. In either direction, all she saw was the roadbed. They should be a league from the Otan River. She pushed on, continuing her plan to skirt around any farmhouses.

A hand later, she saw the sun glinting off the river that stretched north to south in front of her. To her left, she made out Kefnu’s towers.

“If we hurry, we can reach the city walls tonight,” she told Todin.

“Do you plan to sneak in through the North Gate?”

“When the Time Star is overhead. The guards should be sleepy.”

When they reached the river’s banks, she turned south to walk the horses along its embankment. They found plenty of cover to hide their progress from all but the most diligent watches on the city walls. She was half a league north of the city when the sun disappeared behind the Western Mountains. She waited beneath a sizeable spreading willow tree for the Time Star to move across the black sky.

The young prince was stronger tonight, so she leaned against the willow tree to let Ricard sit in her lap. Todin sat on the tree’s opposite side so no one could sneak up on their position.

“It’s time,” she murmured. They remounted, letting the horses stroll toward the city walls she couldn’t see but knew were some distance ahead. The ground rose toward the city’s northern bluffs. She turned left toward the Northern Road and the city’s massive North Gate.

The faint light at the city gate revealed several soldiers with horses ready to mount. These were no sleepy guards. News of the ambush outside Widemouth must have stirred up the Harpin occupiers like a hornet’s nest.

Disappointed, she returned to the river to make a new plan. Pretending they were a family could work despite the risk of them recognizing Ricard.

As they walked below the northern bluffs toward the Otan River, Jisana leaned down to ask Ricard, “Did you leave the city by a gateway?”

He shook his head, telling her he went through dark tunnels that ended outside the walls near the Queen’s Keep. Back at the river, she asked Ricard more questions about the tunnels. These were the same tunnels she used six years ago. Todin was also familiar with the city’s underground tunnels. However, the boy was too sleepy to find this entrance tonight.

“We’ll find this entrance at first light before anyone is looking over the city walls,” she said as the prince snuggled in her lap, falling asleep in a second. “If we don’t find it, we’ll try another way.” Todin agreed, taking the first watch.

The sky was graying when Jisana scrambled up the rocky slope to the wall’s base before sitting to wait for Todin, who piggybacked the boy up to join her. She returned Todin’s bow once they could sit with their backs against the massive stone wall of Kefnu. Unable to see the dangerous drop to the river, she waited for better light.

Once she could discern the cliff’s edge, she tapped Todin’s knee. They kept the prince between them as they shuffled around the corner.

“It was near here,” Ricard said. “I remember a wooden door in the ground.”

As Jisana moved along the edge of the wall, only a pace from the cliff’s edge, she heard the hollow sound when her foot found a smooth square amongst the rocks. She felt with her hands in the shadows until she found a two-foot square wooden trapdoor.

She pulled up on its handle, relieved to feel it give a little before it opened. With the trapdoor open, she signaled for Ricard to go in.

“I hated the darkness,” Ricard said, kneeling by the edge of the square hole. “It smelled bad too.”

“Last time, it took you away from your Mama. This time, it’s taking you back.”

They were the right words. The prince let her lower him into the hole until his feet were on a solid floor. She followed next, lowering herself down from the edge. Todin handed down his blanket with his bow before he joined them, pulling the trapdoor closed behind them.

The blackness was absolute, leaving Jisana feeling around for the stairs that Ricard remembered climbing a fortnight ago. “I don’t want you letting go of my hand until we reach the West Tower,” Jisana told the boy. “There are dangerous people in the Palace who’ll stop us reaching your Mama. I must let your Mama know you’re here so she can bring the people she trusts. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” She heard the sadness in his voice, so she gave him a hug of reassurance.

She felt her way down the steep stone stairs. Ricard stepped behind her, gripping her hand. At the bottom, she waited for Todin to catch up. She touched the tunnel’s end to her right, so she went left, where the tunnel sloped downward. After rounding a bend, she saw a faint flickering light ahead. She warned Ricard to stay silent as she approached the light.

As she rounded another bend, she found the light’s source. A beggar boy sat in the tunnel, holding a small torch. She signaled for Todin to stay back with Ricard. Then, after pulling a couple of her knives, she stepped into the beggar’s light.

The boy jumped to his feet, pulling his cubbie. “Who’s ya?”

Guessing he was a sentry, she adopted her street language as she replied, “I’s were sents ta checks on ya.”

“Why’s Lom sent a poke?”

Now she knew the beggar leader’s name. She almost smiled as the answer came to her. “I’s Lom’s poke, no other grist’s. So he’s sends me.” She continued to walk toward him.

The boy relaxed, which was a mistake because she couldn’t leave witnesses to the prince’s return. Her thrown knife caught the too-trusting grist in the throat. Before picking up the fallen torch, she cleaned her knife on the dead boy’s rags. She whistled for Todin to join her.

The light made it easier. At the first junction, she turned right. At the first door on her right, she stopped. It looked familiar, though she hadn’t been here in six years. It should lead to the West Tower.

Squatting down, she said to Prince Ricard, “Put your hand on my shoulder.” Then she pulled out her ever-present lock-picking roll.

Up around, she climbed the tight spiral staircase with Ricard holding her hand. She heard the scrape of Todin’s footsteps following behind her. At the top, she saw the light seeping through the door’s frame. She listened but heard no sounds, so she opened the door. While she stayed with Ricard, Todin checked the area and the two floors above. As she waited, she looked for something to write on among the various broken pieces of furniture in this storeroom. Soon, she was scribbling a quick note on a piece of cloth from a chair’s seat. She remembered the secret word to use. However, she didn’t know how to get this private message to the queen.
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twenty-three
A Missive from the Past


Queen Foliana usually enjoyed her mornings sitting on the rose-motif bench overlooking the lower gardens. But not these last two weeks. It had been several days since any fresh stories about Ricard. He had disappeared. Harpin was searching for him; rumors said the now-dead Baron Rigas sent him to his castle at Riverend. But if so, why hadn’t his family made a ransom demand?

It just didn’t make sense to her. Sir Riman had his spies across the kingdom, but they had no news either. How did a four-year-old boy disappear? She refused to add the half-line to her thoughts, unless he was dead. In the quiet of her bed, she cried herself to sleep the first five nights. She wished she was allowed to show her anger or frustration like a man. But in a woman, they deemed such reactions ‘emotional’ responses.

Sir Riman waited on her left, near the arm of the bench. The poppy-red soldier from the Queen’s Guard stood at the other end, keeping a respectful distance. After Prince Ricard’s disappearance, she asked Sir Riman to purge the guard of any soldiers loyal to Harpin. She didn’t recognize this trooper but was sure he had Sir Riman’s approval.

As she sat, deep in her thoughts, her fingers played with the grain of the wood on the bench. They found something odd under the armrest, wedged between two slats. She looked down to find a piece of cloth stuffed into the narrow gap. Foliana glanced at the guard, who stared toward the Palace doors.

She pulled out the cloth fragment before standing to stare over the parapet, turning her back to the guard. Sir Riman stepped beside her as she expected. Keeping the fabric out of sight below the stone wall, she unfolded it, reading the brief message. The words made her heart skip a beat.

That old thorn in your side awaits deep below the setting son, FC

She surreptitiously handed the note to Sir Riman, who leaned over to read it. After learning its contents, he scrunched the cloth into a ball before tossing it into the breeze that whisked it toward the river far below.

“FC represents the Four Crowns,” she whispered. “The word ‘thorn’ means it is genuine. Could it imply that Wizard Preem has returned?”

The annoying man shrugged his uncertainty when she wanted the opposite. “Below the setting sun, must mean the West Tower,” he said.

“They misspelled ‘sun’. Could it be?”

He glanced at the guard, who continued to ignore their conversation. “It may be a trap, ma’am. I will check first.”

She remained leaning over the parapet, playing the words in the note over in her mind. The keyword and similar directions were there. She burned Preem’s first note from six years ago, so no one besides the author knew those words. He was here with her son. It seemed clear to her. It was also clear that she would go herself to meet the messenger.

Preem was here with Ricard. Just saying the wizard’s name brought a long-remembered flutter to her heart. He still kept a piece of her love. Oh, how she would have loved being the mother of his child. Unbidden, her mind jumped to the red and blue salamander brooch. The one she gave Preem all those years ago as the symbol that she was his Silandra, the princess from those ancient stories of unrequited love. But where had she hidden that precious jewelry?

Foliana forced herself back from these distracting thoughts. “Do you trust the guard, Sir Riman?”

“I do, ma’am. I hand-picked him from your regiment.”

“Then let us go. We cannot endure standing here while you check it, my dear Rock.” She strode past Sir Riman toward the West Tower door. Sir Riman signaled the guardsman to attend to them before following his queen.

At the locked door to the tower, Queen Foliana turned in frustration to Sir Riman, who quickly unlocked it. Now he was in the lead, forcing her to follow him into the deserted bottom area. Sir Riman ordered the soldier to safeguard the door. Should anyone come, he’d say the queen was indisposed.

Not waiting for Riman, she went to the spiral staircase leading to the dungeons.

“Your grace, if you please,” Sir Riman said from behind her. “Let me go ahead of you.”

She waited near the top to let her friend lead. As she expected, he went much slower down the stone steps, forcing her to tamp down her irritation. Her feelings swirled between seeing her dear Ricard or finding the man she loved for all her life.

At the dungeon level, she noticed two torches burning but no people. Sir Riman walked along the line of cells. They were empty. Her frustration mounted. Could it all be a cruel joke?
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Riman continued to the lower storage room with the tunnel door. As she rounded the last twist of the stairs, she spotted a single torch in its sconce. A slim young woman sat on an old wooden chair with her hand inside her jerkin. She stood when their eyes met.

“Your Majesty,” she said in a husky voice consistent with her man’s attire. She removed her hand from her jacket as she curtsied.

Foliana looked around for Ricard, expecting him to run into her arms. But she saw nothing. Where was Preem? How much older was he, but she didn’t care, she only wanted to see his black face with his wonderful smile. However, the room was empty except for the lean woman with dark brown hair.

How did I misinterpret that note? Foliana thought. She asked, “Who are you?”

“Jisana, Your Highness.”

At first, the name meant nothing to Foliana. Sir Riman stepped toward the woman who remained standing, oozing confidence in who she was. The queen thought about that name. Jisana? Did she remember a similar name from years ago?

“Did you write the letter?” Riman asked. The young woman nodded. “What does the FC mean?”

“The Four Crowns.” Jisana took a silver crown from her pocket, showing its face. Foliana saw the cross scratched on its surface. “I am one of them,” she said.

Jisana? Foliana walked up to the woman. Was Jisana the name of that little girl with Preem six years ago? So much of those days had swirled past her like a flock of starlings. But she remembered one thing about that beggar girl. “The street girl? The friend of apprentice Roon?”

“Indeed, ma’am.” Jisana returned the crown to her pocket. She continued standing confidently, keeping her attention on Riman.

Foliana gazed around, hoping to either find Ricard or where he may be hiding. She remained disappointed. “Your note mentioned the sun. Did you mean our ...” She couldn’t get the words out that she so much wanted to hear.

“Do you have news of her grace’s eldest son?” Sir Riman asked.

Jisana’s answer surprised her. “Is it safe for him?” Sir Riman assured her it was secure. “Then he waits beyond this door. He is most eager for his Mama to hold him once again.”

As Jisana stepped to the door to give it two quick taps, Foliana whispered a prayer to Amira, “Please, let him be well.” Jisana knelt by the door to unlock it with a loud click. She opened the door to let Ricard run out. He ran straight at Foliana. She swung him into her arms, full of questions but satisfied to hug him for now.

She heard Sir Riman draw his sword as he stepped between her and the door. Gazing beyond him, she spotted a man carrying a bow standing in the doorway. Oh no, the Gods were cruel to take her prince now! She turned her back to protect Ricard.

“Stand down, Todin,” husky Jisana said. “All is good.”

Foliana glanced over her shoulder to see the bowman place his bow with the quiver of arrows on the floor. Sir Riman put up his sword. She returned to hugging her son.

As she whispered how brave she thought Ricard was, Sir Riman asked Jisana where she found the prince. The story was fascinating. She found Ricard in a tiny village hidden in the eastern forest. Foliana heard another name from her past, Haam. He was also a member of the Four Crowns. The story was the stuff of children’s stories, how four Harpin militia held Ricard until a Harpin cavalry patrol killed them.

The scary part was the news about Ricard’s fever and his shoulder wound. As Jisana described the skirmish with the cavalry, Foliana asked her son how his shoulder was. She opened his shirt to see the patch of cloth wrapped around it. She would have her royal physician look at the injury.

Jisana’s words brought Foliana back. “What did you say about Quon?” she asked.

“One soldier was wounded,” Jisana repeated. “He was drunk when he admitted the soldiers were under orders to take the prince to the Count of Broditch’s estates.”

Foliana glanced at Sir Riman, who shook his head, warning her not to reveal anything about Quon’s recent news about Riverend. But this young woman said the count played Otanic for fools. He had no intention to return her son. She was so angry she could scream out her choicest swear words.

“How did you free the prince from the cavalry?” Riman asked. “You said there were ten men. Even Haam isn’t that good.”

“We had the help of three villagers,” Jisana replied. She might be describing a story she read days ago. “We ambushed them at night by the barn where they slept.” Jisana looked at Foliana as she added, “Those village people are most loyal to you, ma’am.”

“You should see Jis with a knife, Mama,” Ricard said. His words made Foliana wonder about his relationship with Jisana. Was it just hero worship, or did it go deeper? She remembered that the girl from six years ago was a street beggar. Was she seeking something more than money for rescuing her son? Was she expecting the queen to elevate her beyond a commoner?

Sir Riman was asking another question. “Why didn’t the cavalry take the prince once they killed the militia?”

Queen Foliana recognized the untrusting tone in Sir Riman’s voice. He wasn’t convinced about this woman’s motives either. But Jisana had a suitable answer.

“We tricked them into thinking Ricard had an infectious illness called the yellow passion.”

“Prince Ricard,” Sir Riman corrected. “And I’ve never heard of this yellow passion disease.”

“Indeed, sir. Nor have I. But we assured them that the prince had it, so they had to stay away, else they’d get it too.”

“Is this true?” the Queen asked her son, wanting to believe the story but afraid Jisana was taking her for a fool.

“She rubbed something yellow on my belly, and no Harpin soldier came near me afterward.”

Foliana knew children often read a person’s character better than an adult. So, she whispered a question, “Do you like Jisana? Do you trust her?”

“Oh yes, Mama.”

Satisfied for now, she sat in the chair Jisana had occupied when Foliana first saw her. She needed time to talk to Riman to decide about these two. There remained a chance they kidnapped Ricard to get a reward. But that thought was fast disappearing. If only Preem were here. She could trust whatever he said about these two.

She stalled. “We wish to take our son back into the Palace now. We shall continue the discussion there.” Foliana was surprised her words didn’t bring immediate agreement. Both Sir Riman and Jisana seemed uncertain about her command.

“Ma’am,” Riman began, “we must tread with care as nobles from Harpin may harm our Prince or kidnap him again.”

“You will prevent that, Sir Riman.”

“Yes, ma’am. But they’ll ask how we brought the Prince back. Those answers will put many people’s lives in danger,” he replied. “We should retire to your study room, ma’am. I’ll develop a story to make it seem as if we rescued the prince from nearby. Then I can claim that I smuggled him into the city to reunite him with his mother.”

Foliana understood Sir Riman’s reasoning as the truth would endanger people. This story also meant that Jisana wouldn’t become famous as the prince’s savior. She glanced at the young woman, expecting her to disagree. But she saw a firm nod of approval. Could she have misjudged Jisana?

“Then we go to our study room.” She stood before anyone could disagree, putting Ricard down to walk beside her. At the stairs, she glanced back to see all three following her. Todin carried his bow, but Sir Riman had his quiver of arrows. He still didn’t trust them.

At the top of the stairs, the guard snapped to attention as he reached to open the tower’s door. She waved him to follow as she continued up the tower’s main stairs. Each rotation took them to another floor. Her third-story study was a room with history. For here, Wizard Preem had recovered from his wounds. And here, she first met Crown Prince Katan, her husband and Prince Ricard’s father.

After unlocking the door, she stepped in with Prince Ricard still holding her hand. The others followed her except the guard, who Sir Riman ordered to remain outside the door.

“With your permission, your grace, I have things to prepare for bringing the Prince back into the Palace. I will send another guard to escort Your Highness.”

“You have our blessing, Sir Riman.” Queen Foliana sat on the chair, lifting Prince Ricard to her lap. She wasn’t ready to release him yet.

“There is a dead beggar boy in the tunnels,” Jisana said. Again, the matter-of-fact way she spoke in her husky voice surprised Foliana.

Sir Riman nodded his understanding, ordering Jisana to stand beside him so he could judge her height. Then he told Todin to accompany him, leaving his bow behind.

Foliana was alone with this enigmatic teenage woman, who was a killer. Was she too dangerous to keep? Foliana stared at Jisana, trying to assess her. It may be more prudent to kill her.
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twenty-four
Jongmouth


Preem spent the day inside the cabin after the Salient left Otanmouth yesterday. The boat sailed southeast toward Lojim’s Point, a large peninsular jutting out into the South Sea from Jongiloc. He sat alone with his thoughts as Ibun enjoyed the sea air topside. Young Sarn was on watch now as a part of the ship’s crew. Ibun had agreed with the boy’s request to join the merchant sailors during the trip to Lowmouth.

With his perception, Preem ‘watched’ a tree slide past them on the distant shore. They were moving at more than one league per hand. It meant that the Salient should reach the port capital of Lowmouth in four days. Sailing day and night reduced the travel time to a fraction compared to riding on horseback, which should put him ahead of news about a blind man.

When the bosun’s whistle called the men on deck, he decided to check on the weather with Ibun.

How is wind? He sent to Ibun, forming his words so his second apprentice could follow.

It ... is ... stronger.

I will come.

Preem joined his student, standing in the brig’s waist. Ibun carried the eel staff as it wouldn’t do to portray Preem needing a cane to guide him. “You love the sea,” Preem observed as he leaned over the gunwale. They stood on the ship’s lee side, facing the land that was a smudge on the horizon. The Salient rolled in the waves, sending a fine seawater spray back from the vessel’s prow.

“I do,” Ibun agreed. “There’s a harsh beauty to it. Do you enjoy it?”

“I appreciate the breeze. But not the infernal pitching. Though born in a fishing village, I never sailed on a boat before six years ago.”

“Perhaps you would have liked it if you faced it at Sarn’s age. He revels in the experience.”

“As did you when we sailed away from Lowmouth six years ago. Letting you join that ship’s crew was one of my better decisions. The sure-footedness has remained with you. Sarn will become a young man by the time we reach your old home.” Preem tracked Sarn as he climbed the ratlines to the top yardarm on the main mast. “Now he’s reefing the main topgallant.”

“You know your ship terms, sir,” a deep, gravelly voice said from behind Preem.

Preem turned his head, saying, “Indeed.” He sensed a stout man dressed in warm clothes. He was smoking a small pipe. “My name is Jastur, good sir. Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

“I’m the captain of this merchant brig. The name’s Captain Holeen.” Preem detected the captain had extended his hand; Preem reached to clasp it. “That cloth on your face, are you blind?”

“The sunlight, or any light, is painful to my eyes, so I wear this for protection,” Preem replied, avoiding a direct lie. He put his fingers behind the gauze-like fabric to show the captain he could see through it. “It doesn’t blur my vision while allowing me the shade my eyes require.” Of course, the effect made Preem’s sunken eyes hard to detect. He changed the conversation, “I see my son is learning his way about your ship.”

“He is a quick learner and faster than many of my more experienced hands. I’ll miss the lad once we reach Lowmouth.” The captain went to leave but turned back, saying, “I’ve received reports of Harpin seeking a blind man. So keen are they that they will arrest any who are blind.”

“I will watch out for anyone I believe is blind, Captain.”

The officer stepped closer to whisper, “I would be upset to discover a blind man is causing problems for my ship.”

“You do not have a Harpin accent.”

“I do not take sides, Jastur. A partisan merchant is a poor merchant.”

“Indeed.” Preem leaned over the ship’s railing as if studying the waves running down the side. He changed the subject, “I see we make suitable speed, Captain. How long to reach Lowmouth?”

“We are making five knots, but once we pass Lojim’s Point, we’ll make seven knots running before the wind. In six days, I expect to dock at Lowmouth.”

Six days was longer than Preem expected. Still, they should be close to the point, so he sensed the land’s end on the horizon. He pointed to the blur’s edge. “Is that the point you speak of, captain?”

“It is.” Preem smiled inwardly at the relief in the captain’s voice. “We’ll pass it in two hands. Tomorrow, we reach the port town of Jongmouth, where we can put in to trade some goods.”

Before Preem could ask a single question about this mysterious town, the captain turned to stride back to his cabin. Ibun had remained silent during Preem’s conversation with the captain. But now he spoke, saying Captain Holeen seemed satisfied that Preem could see.

“News about a blind man has reached far from Clovermouth already,” Preem said. “I wonder how deep the news goes.”

“At least we have isolated ourselves from the search.”

“Hidden but trapped, as being on a ship works both ways,” Preem replied. “I will stay in our cabin for most of the voyage.”

Preem remained at the gunwale for a few minutes, enjoying the sea breeze on his dark face. Ibun remained beside him while Sarn completed his work reefing the topgallant before joining the on-watch crew in the forecastle.

“Have Sarn ask about this port town of Jongmouth,” Preem told Ibun. “It could pose a problem for us.” With those last instructions, Preem returned to their cabin to practice the new magical technique he’d worked on for the previous half year.
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The following mid-morning found Preem staring through his cabin window as the Salient tied up to the dock in Jongmouth. “Describe what you see,” he told Ibun, who stood by the bunk’s end.

“The brig rides high against the stone quay, so I see over the warehouses. There are new wooden houses and many people dressed in the colorful light clothing common in my homeland,” Ibun replied, keeping his voice low so no eavesdroppers could overhear him.

Ibun continued telling Preem what he could discern, allowing him to build a mental image of the town with its bright-colored houses but no wall or stockade to protect it. Beyond the houses, Ibun spotted fields of crops. Everything he described implied a fast-growing town. They had recently extended the wharf with a wooden pier. Above the sounds of an active dock, Preem heard builders driving wooden pegs into wooden joints. Somewhere nearby, new construction continued.

“What of the river we came along?” Preem asked. The Jong River ended in a vast swamp unsuited for building a port.

“It’s unnatural, Jastur. The sides are straight, and the width is twice the length of this ship.”

“A canal,” Preem noted, nodding at the sense that made. “It must run from the Jong River to the coast, bypassing the swamp. This part of Jongiloc has prospered in the past six years.”

By now, the gangplank connected the ship’s waist to the quay. Ibun described several Jongmouth merchants visiting Salient’s holds.

“The captain is a trader; I expect we will be here until tomorrow,” Preem said. “You can explore, but beware of any Academy boys.”

In the morning, Preem risked spending time topside watching the bustling town from the ship’s waist. He kept away from the crew moving the ship’s cargo, some of which the crew carried down the gangplank. Ibun stood beside him, ruminating about the town’s history.

The town didn’t exist four years ago, but the old king Rullag had commissioned a project to create a canal that branched off the Jong River ten leagues north of its broad delta. That canal ran to the coast, where they widened it to accommodate merchant ships. This port succeeded because western Jongiloc’s agriculture had blossomed after the Great South Bridge repairs. The story would have brought a tear to Preem’s eyes if they hadn’t shriveled into two sunken holes.

He realized this town was a monument to Brodia. “It was Tipini who repaired the Great South Bridge after it had lain in disrepair for centuries,” he told Ibun. “Sometimes the simplest of ideas have a lifetime of impact. Sometimes, the greatest of ideas fizzle to nothing. All we can do is do something. For planning without executing is the biggest waste.”

“It’s a lesson you’ve taught me frequently through your actions,” Ibun replied softly. “Of your teachings, this is the most subtlely profound.” After a brief pause, Ibun said an innkeeper told him that as Jongmouth grew in importance, Lowmouth was in an equal but opposite decline.

It was the way of the world. Over centuries, things changed as regions waxed or waned in power. These periods of change often carried unique dangers. The lower kingdom’s citizens were enduring a readjustment that was far from complete. Preem’s duty called for him to push the balance back toward Otanic, but to do that, he would have to face his arch-enemy in the Lowmouth crucible.

He remained with Ibun at the gunwale as the ship’s crew bustled the goods on or off the boat. Ibun described Sarn helping roll a small barrel down the gangplank. Preem relished hearing his nephew enjoyed his time on the Salient. He knew that could end once they reached Lowmouth.

“I notice a Harpinian officer approaching the gangplank,” Ibun said, pulling Preem out of his revelry. After a moment, Ibun added, “He’s climbing the gangway.”

Preem waited, not turning from his study of the town. Soon Ibun said that the officer had passed them by, going below the poop deck to the cabins. Preem said they should retire to their cabin before the Harpinian returned.

As he shuffled past the captain’s cabin, Preem allowed his excellent hearing to eavesdrop on the officer booking passage to Lowmouth. Back in his cabin, he warned Ibun that he would remain in hiding until they reached their destination.

Preem sat at his window that afternoon, using his magical perception to track the people’s movements about the wharf. He detected several men using sticks to drive sheep up the gangplank. He savored the thought of fresh mutton but remembered he wouldn’t leave his cabin. Behind the sheep, pigs were being herded onto the ship. The captain had already warned him that the Salient would cast off to catch the evening’s ebb tide.

The last cargo loaded was ten wooden cages, each filled with several hens. It would be noisy in the forecastle until they reached Lowmouth. Meanwhile, he looked forward to putting back out to sea, where his only problem was a Harpinian officer.
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twenty-five
The Governess


Foliana sat by the fireplace, waiting for Sir Riman’s attendance. Yesterday, Jisana delivered her son, Ricard. Now this ex-beggar stood near the table, resting a hand on its surface. Somehow, Foliana must explore the truth about this street urchin. She heard the story about finding Ricard in a village. But what did Jisana want? Money or prestige? Did she want both? For this meeting, Foliana had Ricard with her to gauge his reaction to any of the young lady’s claims.

“How far away is this small village?” Foliana asked, unsure how to open the conversation.

“Two or three days ride through the eastern forest. We paced ourselves because the prince was still recovering from his illness,” Jisana replied.

“We hunted, Mama,” Ricard said enthusiastically from Foliana’s lap. “Jis showed me how to throw a knife. She’s amazing. She killed a squirrel this far away.” He pointed to the window that was ten paces across the room. “She has a lot of knives under her jerkin that she can throw.”

Foliana knew he was eager, but his words meant Jisana had broken the law. “You came in the queen’s presence with weapons?” she said.

Jisana opened her jerkin to reveal a broad leather bandolier filled with black iron knives. Foliana watched as the young woman unbuckled the strap before letting it drop onto the lush rugs covering the floor, which added to the enigma of this Brodia-like woman. Foliana felt jealous that Jisana fought like a rebel, whereas the enemy almost killed Foliana when she did the same.

She had many questions and pointed to the high-winged chair facing her. “Please sit.” Jisana seemed reluctant, choosing to sit at the chair’s edge. Foliana asked the question that remained top of her mind, “Where’s Preem?”

“I don’t know for certain, ma’am. I last saw him over four weeks ago. We separated when Count Quon almost found us.”

Jisana described how Preem traveled south while Brodia continued north with her daughter. Foliana asked many questions about the little girl who was also Preem’s child. As Jisana described life in this mysterious Green Valley, Foliana realized two things. Jisana’s story contained too much detail to be a lie, and Foliana envied the six years of peace Brodia had with her child. Those six years were hard for Foliana as she tried to steer her kingdom through the perils of occupation.

At the end of Jisana’s story, Foliana asked, “We are most pleased that you brought our prince back. What reward would you like?”

The blank stare from Jisana was unexpected. After a minute’s silence, she shook her head. “We did not do it for any prize, your grace.” Foliana heard the tinge of anger in Jisana’s voice. “We are rebels sworn to avenge the death of our friends when Quon tore down the Palace. If your grace feels we act for money, we would rather leave to make our own way in the city.”

“You will create a rebel group within Kefnu?” Foliana asked. Jisana nodded. So Foliana asked her where, but Jisana only shrugged in response. As Foliana wondered what else to say, Ricard squirmed off her lap. He ran over to Jisana, who picked him up before pushing herself back into the chair. Foliana watched her son as a new idea formed in her mind. “You could stay here in the Palace. Our son likes you,” she said, without adding this was despite Jisana being an ex-beggar.

“I used to live in the Palace,” Jisana said. “My parents were servants to your father. Then a fever killed them, so the chamberlain threw me out onto the streets.”

“How mean,” Foliana said, unaware nobility typically handled commoners this way. “We ask your forgiveness for how we treated you in the past. Now we request you stay in the Palace. You can be the new governess for our sons. You have proven you can fight our enemies. We doubt any assassin expects a governess with a bandolier of knives.” Foliana said this with a broad grin. The Gods had given her a gift she wasn’t expecting, so she intended to use it. Sir Riman would agree with her idea of keeping Jisana close to hand in case of danger.

“I’m here to make trouble, ma’am. I’ll start a rebel group here in the capital with Todin as my first lieutenant,” Jisana said. “It would not be appropriate to involve the Palace in that endeavor, though I would appreciate knowing your majesty supports our efforts.”

Flabbergasted by Jisana’s rejection, Foliana snapped back her response, “How dare you reject me! You’re just a jumped-up beggar. I’m offering safety here in the Palace, but you refuse me.”

Ricard twisted around to hug Jisana, who sat stoically through the outburst. It gave Foliana time to get her anger under control. “I should leave,” Jisana said as she leaned down to kiss Ricard’s head. “You are the queen, so I live or die at your mercy. However, this beggar-girl knew her life would be short when she fought for Otanic’s freedom. She only asks that you let her do what she’s best at, which is leading a rebellion.”

Foliana was wrong, like attending the mission to free Lady Janu, but could she admit it? Queen or not, she was still a mother with sons to protect. “I’ve frequently been a fool,” she said, carefully picking her words. “This is one of those times. I apologize for my rash words, spoken as a mother under the stress of wanting to save her children. Come, let us talk about what we both desire until we reach agreement.”

The queen entered an extensive discussion with Jisana while a bandolier of knives lay on the rug. As the conversation continued around being a rebel leader and governess, Foliana admired this pragmatic woman. Where did she get her wisdom from? Of course, living with Preem and Brodia did that.

Foliana got what she wanted, which was Jisana acting as her son’s governess. She visualized the young woman reading from a book with her knives hidden under the dress she would have to wear. Of course, when Jisana started her rebellion, Foliana would block it, but that was for another day.
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twenty-six
Supreme D’dec


After breakfast, the Count of Broditch sat in his tent, writing a letter to Prince Katan. The dark gray walls of Riverend castle were five leagues away. Prince Katan’s army would lay siege to the castle today. Riverend could offer no meaningful resistance. In the nine days since the first attempt, Riverend sent assassins three more times. None got past the outer tents.

In those nine days, Quon pushed for an assault on the stronghold, but the Crown Prince preferred starving them out. Worse, he didn’t want Quon flying into the castle to open the gates, frustrating Quon’s plans for the new baron’s family.

Quon judged the pending stalemate at Riverend was safe for now. So, he turned his attention to his other pressing concerns: the growing problems in Otanic and the weakness in the Academy. Wizard Criv oversaw the search for Prince Ricard, while the need to lay siege to Riverend stymied the king’s plans to invade Otanic. That left the mysterious disappearance of Apprentice Ween. Quon would fly to the location of Ween’s silver-stone.

After reviewing his steps to manage the Otanic issues, Quon focused on his Academy. Nilom was intensifying the students’ practices, but the shortage of d’decs would continue to hold back their training. This was true before the Pink Assassin took Jaal’s d’dec. But with the chance that Lihan was rising from whatever rat-infested hole he hid in, Quon needed a more vital Academy, which meant acquiring additional wizard’s stones for teaching.

The only known location for unattached d’decs was the Valley of Towers. However, Quon searched that daunting valley years ago, finding it bereft of wizard’s stones. That left the three Midnight Towers, which sent chills down Quon’s broken spine. The Valley was hundreds of leagues away, but his estates were on his way. At most, he’d be gone five days. Nothing would happen here during that time.

After putting his seal on the letter to the Crown Prince, telling him he’d be away for several days, Quon prepared to leave. He told Johan to remain here in the camp. This trip would be without the niceties of nobility he appreciated. Then, he flew away to his Broditch estates in the west.

After reaching his residence by noon, Quon spent the afternoon at the Academy watching the apprentices drill with the only d’dec they had. That evening, in the Academy’s library, Quon stared at Preem’s battered mastyon displayed on the wall. Buried in its tip was a large d’dec. He sensed its size but never broke through the contamination that the now-dead grand wizard left on it. It gave him considerable frustration during the first two years after defeating Otanic.

That same irritation welled up again. He needed that supreme d’dec as his own. He eased out mentally to the mastyon. Preem’s d’dec returned an attack on his mind, which he cut off. Was the response any slower? It was hard to tell, but Quon feared it was more his optimistic thinking than any real easing of the contamination.

After a comfortable night in his bed and a leisurely breakfast, Quon set off for the Western Mountains of Otanic. It would take him seven hands at his cruising speed to reach the Valley of Towers. Seven hands to plan how to enter those towers while his fears grew.

Quon flew southwest, crossing vast forests interrupted by smaller patches of farmland. He watched for the distinctive sight of the colorful windmills around Castin. From there, he turned west toward the sun setting over the Western Mountains. A hand before nightfall, he lowered himself into the valley with the pristine lake. He camped near where he’d ambushed his old nemesis, Sarn the Sage. Sage indeed, he thought. Sarn the Complacent is how I remember him.

After a starry night by the lake, Quon lifted himself above the four waterfalls to the narrow cleft leading to the dreaded Valley of the Towers. He floated at the bottom of the valley, admiring the harsh beauty of those three darkest blue towers. Each was at least two hundred feet tall, with fifty feet between them. It was as if Fortitad, the father of the lesser gods, had stuck his three black fingers up through the valley floor. It would take Fortitad’s courage to enter them.

A quick scan confirmed what he already knew. No d’decs remained outside the towers for him to take.

Quon dragged his lifting hand toward the righthand tower. He kept five feet above the valley floor – awed by the towers. With no obvious entrance from this side, he searched the tower’s far side, finding a hole thirty feet above the ground.

After a deep breath, he lifted himself to this rounded hole to find a thick layer of dust on the floor. To his instant dismay, he saw recent footprints in that dust. Did Lihan have such tiny feet? These resembled a woman’s. The Pink Assassin!

Carefully, he rose along the narrow corridor above him. He passed four round openings in the metallic wall opposite the windows that looked out on the top of the valley. Each entrance led to an empty room. At the top, he found another round entrance in the ceiling. This room had diffused light coming from above. He saw chairs fixed to the floor, plus shelves with another spike. But no d’decs. He suspected that Lihan or the Pink Assassin had taken them.

From this tower, he proceeded to the middle one. His trip inside the first tower had quenched his fear. He moved with new confidence to the central tower’s entrance. Here, he found some human bones buried under a leather coat covered by a thick dust layer. This grand wizard must have risked the towers hundreds of years ago. Had he been the greatest wizard of his day? Having a tower as his mausoleum seemed appropriate, so Quon avoided disturbing his desiccated bones.

Quon repeated the search for d’decs in this tower, getting no better results. Previous wizards had picked this tower clean of d’decs. Only the tower closest to the valley’s side held hope for him now. He eased his way out the entrance, careful not to disturb the bones, which brought history’s weight onto his shoulders. Throughout the years of self-teaching, he had considered himself an outsider, a rebel. But now he was wizardry’s future: the link between the old wizards and the new generation he was building.

He found a pristine layer of dust in the last tower, so he began lifting himself up the long corridor. One fact was evident: each tower was identical outside and inside. He poked in his head at the first circular portal, finding what he’d been hoping for. A d’dec was attached to the end of the spike. He tried to drop into its darkness, but it resisted. With a small gripping fist, Quon pulled it off the spike. At the next entrance, he found another d’dec.

By the corridor’s top, he had four new d’decs in his pocket. Enough to transform his Academy into a fighting force that even Lihan couldn’t resist.

In the top room, he spotted another d’dec attached to a spike. He judged its size was eight times bigger than his existing d’dec, the same size as Preem’s. At last, he had his supreme d’dec. But could he make it obey him? Those bone piles in the valley were a testament to previous wizards trying to control such a d’dec.

All those times he tried to access Preem’s d’dec were practice for this moment, his first contact with a powerful d’dec that could destroy his mind. Tentatively, he reached out to the d’dec, but its return surge plunged Quon’s mind into blackness. But not like a dark shadow; this was the absence of everything – a void of air, light, and earth. As he fought back, he saw thousands of pricks of light floating in the void. The emptiness ravaged his mind, but he clenched his muscles, willing his mind back to the light.

Then, it released him as suddenly as it had snatched his mind. He opened his eyes to find himself lying in the dust of the top room, his lifting hand gone. Had he hovered over the corridor, he would have dropped to his certain death at the bottom, which must have been the wizard’s fate who owned those bones in the middle tower. Quon said a prayer to Calidon, the God of good fortune.

Careful not to engage the d’dec again, he cut it from the end of the spike before putting it reverently into his pocket. Exhausted, he left the tower. Outside, the day had progressed several hands. While locked in the supreme d’dec battle, time sped by. He flew out through the cleft, returning down the four waterfalls to the mirror lake.

After a brief debate with himself over visiting the soldiers in the large valley, Quon chose to get a solid night’s sleep. Even though he couldn’t yet command his supreme d’dec, a new sense of invincibility effused his mind. Now, more than before, he accepted his broken body.
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twenty-seven
Seeing Red


On the second evening after leaving Jongmouth, Captain Holeen invited Preem to his weekly wardroom dinner with his senior officers. The captain didn’t invite Ibun. Though hesitant, Preem felt obliged to attend. In truth, he expected some unwanted action from the Harpinian military officer on board the brig whether or not he attended the supper. Captain Holeen mentioned to Ibun that General Krolim was taking passage to Lowmouth. Ibun had seen the general, telling Preem that the man was young for a senior officer. By keeping to his cabin, Preem avoided a chance encounter with this leader, but he suspected the captain would invite Krolim to this meal too.

The wardroom was at the end of the short corridor outside his cabin’s door. Preem was punctual, letting the first mate direct him to the far end of the table. He kept his magic active to perceive every nook within the room. He wasn’t alone for long.

A tall man entered, thanking the first mate in a Harpinian accent. Preem sensed the man’s uniform. The epaulets carried a colonel’s insignia. Were two senior officers on board, or was this a test of his eyesight?

“Good evening, Colonel.” Preem stood, giving a respectful inclination of his head. “May I introduce myself? My name is Jastur, a simple leather merchant from Bigbend. I fear I’m poorly dressed for such company.”

The officer reached out his arm, so Preem clasped it in welcome. “I am Colonel Krolim. I assure you I care not how a man from Otanic dresses himself.”

Preem jumped at the opening Krolim offered. Letting anger color his voice, he said, “I see my presence isn’t desired. I will depart for friendlier shores.” He began shuffling sidewards to leave the cramped space around the table, but the first mate sat by the door, blocking his way.

“My apologies,” the Colonel said in a cordial tone. “Sometimes my old soldier ways get the better of me. Please sit so we can enjoy the Captain’s Table.”

Hindered from a simple escape, Preem returned to his seat. He would anger this officer enough to end this dinner early in acrimony. The second mate took the place beside the colonel, leaving the spot at the table’s head open for Captain Holeen, who stepped in to take his seat.

“Gentlemen, my cook has prepared some fine mutton for us this evening, so please relax, enjoy the food and the Harpin Red that Colonel Krolim was so generous to bring from his private stock.”

Moments later, the cook brought in a plate of olives as an appetizer. The colonel raised his glass before intoning, “To his august majesty, King Tarik the Third.”

Preem drank the toast with all the solemnity due the King of Harpin. The wine was an excellent vintage. Afterward, he lifted his own glass, “And to her majesty, Queen Foliana, wife to his highness Crown Prince Katan.” Colonel Krolim drank the toast with the ship’s officers.

The captain opened the conversation, asking the colonel for news from Kefnu. The colonel admitted leaving the capital a fortnight ago. Someone kidnapped the queen’s eldest child, causing a kingdom-wide search. Denizia had informed Preem on the last six years of politics. He guessed he would need that knowledge to avoid the colonel’s traps.

“Have you ever met the Queen, Jastur?” Captain Holeen asked, pulling Preem into the discourse.

“By the Gods, I have not,” he responded. “I am but an ordinary man. I’ve only set foot in our great capital some years ago when King Attim still ruled our beloved kingdom.” Now part of the conversation, Preem stirred politics into the pot, seeking an excuse to escape from the encounter. “I wonder who would order the kidnapping of a young boy destined to become king,” he said, turning his head as if looking at the colonel.

“Some claim it was the rebels, led by a blind man,” Krolim responded.

“Indeed? If a blind rebel leads, they have no insurrection, and my business won’t face turmoil,” Preem said lightly. “Would you not agree?” he asked, turning toward the table’s head. Preem detected the captain’s quick nod. “If I allowed my imagination free rein, I’d think Harpin was involved.”

“The boy is heir to the Harpin throne, too,” Colonel Krolim responded, his anger rising. “Why would we do such a thing?”

“Why would your grand wizard murder Otanic’s nobility in the middle of the night?” Preem asked, putting Krolim on the defensive. “He murdered so many during the Night of Magic Spearpoints. Such a brutal act only encouraged more rebellion. Would you not agree, Colonel.”

“I am a simple soldier, sir.” The officer spoke slowly to calm his voice. “That happened long ago when Quon responded to a cowardly attack on a regiment of soldiers. Would you concede that such a massacre warranted a response?”

“Were not noble women murdered too, Colonel? I’ve had several years to debate this story of a regiment killed in the West. Is it possible that Harpin soldiers are so inept that women could kill them? Did no soldiers escape? Were no rebels killed in the attack?” Preem said. “Or do I have my facts wrong?”

“While it’s true that no soldiers survived the brutal attack or rebel bodies found, it remains true that rebels destroyed a regiment,” Krolim said. Preem perceived the officer was pointing a pipe’s stem at him for emphasis.

“What rebels could do that, Colonel? I’ve long thought about the instigating incident, and I ask myself, ‘Who would benefit from the Night of Magic Spearpoints?’” For Preem, the story from five years ago of Quon killing hundreds one night was new. Still, he had a week to think about its implications. Preem waited for the colonel’s anger to surface.

The man jabbed his pipe at Preem from across the table. “How dare you imply we would kill our own troops,” the Colonel said.

Preem heard the colonel’s anger. He only needed to push a little more to create the escape he needed. “As I just said, I’m just a humble merchant. I cannot say what happened as I wasn’t there. But it’s Harpin that gained from the brutal murder of our nobility, so there’s no need to jab your pipe at me as if I were your truculent child.”

“And what color is my pipe?” Krolim said, surprising Preem with the abrupt change.

Preem felt trapped. His perception didn’t extend to colors. “It’s hard to know in the candle-light.”

“Come, sir. It’s a simple question. I’m not trying to trap you,” Krolim lied, keeping his voice low.

However, that was precisely what the officer was doing. “It’s a dark color, so I would assume it is brown,” Preem said, choosing the most common color.

“It is bright red, sir. Colored after my family’s sigil.”

“I cannot distinguish colors, Colonel. It has been a challenge for me all my life,” Preem replied. “Earlier, the captain asked if I was blind too. The cloth covering my eyes causes this confusion.” Preem put two fingers behind the fabric. “It’s thin enough to see through.”

“The Lowmouth authorities can determine if you are blind in sight or in colors.”

“Come, sir. What do you intend to do?” Preem could execute everyone at the table, but leaving such a mystery would prompt Quon's immediate attention. However, he wasn’t ready to face Quon yet. “If you wish me to visit the authorities in Lowmouth, I will do so, for I need to keep my trade license.”

The colonel shook his head. “I intend to arrest you, to hold you for the interrogators in Jongiloc. Much about you is a conundrum, and Harpin will unravel your mystery.”

Preem gazed at the captain. “Are you not the commander of your own ship?”

“As I said before. A partisan merchant is a poor merchant.”

The first mate seized his arm, pulling him from his chair. A quick search revealed his only weapon, the knife he kept at his belt. They also removed his telescoping wand. Then, the first mate escorted Preem to his cabin before locking him inside.

They will arrest you both. Do not offer any resistance, he sent to Ibun.

Yes ... Zenii.

Preem relaxed on the bunk. Soon, crew members shoved Ibun into the cabin with Sarn. They had taken Ibun’s eel-motif walking stick, though it no longer held its d’dec. Preem remained on the bed, lamenting that he didn’t even get any mutton for dinner. He needed an outstanding plan to wriggle out without raising alarms across the three kingdoms.
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twenty-eight
Another Witch


The morning after stealing the supreme d’dec from the Midnight Towers, Quon had a renewed sense of life. Taking out his new small d’decs, he engaged each one carefully, overcoming its weak resistance to his powerful mind. He turned the imaginary stone in each one to stop it sending its d’sur waves. If Lihan was in the vicinity, he didn’t want to reveal he had four d’decs to use.

As an additional precaution, he added a contagion that prevented anyone from using them. Lastly, he pulled out the new supreme d’dec to study in the morning’s light. Its twelve facets reflected light with a dull luster as if coated with fine dust. The strawberry-sized d’dec had the same weight as a large stone. However, he couldn’t stop the supreme d’dec from sending its d’sur waves. He smiled at the thought of Lihan searching for this large d’dec and bungling into Quon.

Quon sensed the waves emanating from the d’dec, but even the slightest attempt to interfere with them caused a hostile reaction. It may take many months to become its ruler. Meanwhile, he enjoyed being a candle to a moth, where Lihan or the Pink Assassin were the moths. He would experiment for a while before leaving it at the Academy until he could conquer it.

With his d’dec, he flew out of the basin with the still lake along the high pass before dropping into the large green valley. Quon hugged the right side until he reached the narrow gulley where he left the soldiers.

It surprised him when he found the location deserted. He found signs of a week-old fire pit with scraps of clothing, including one Harpinian jacket. But no troops, dead or alive. They had abandoned this location a week ago. He flew to the bottom of the short gulley, cursing Lihan, who must have returned to kill the soldiers. Though he left troops as bait, having the fish eat his bait without being caught infuriated him.

From the central valley’s edge, he scanned for d’decs but found none. So, he switched his search for the telltale disturbance from the silver-stone he insisted the sergeant carry. He picked out a faint disturbance near the valley’s top on the other side.

Flying across, he found a narrow gap to another valley. To the right, he found the typical disturbance from a silver-stone. It came from a cave entrance. But as he approached, he heard the unmistakable screeching of Arrox coming from the cave. The sounds grew in intensity as he got closer, as did the silver-stone disruption that emanated from the Arrox cave.

He guessed Arrox overwhelmed the soldiers during the night before bringing the bodies here to feed their clan. Surely, some troops should have escaped. A sudden anger welled up. These Godless creatures had interfered yet again in his plans. As he floated at their cavern’s entrance, he could kill them all by stoppering up their cave like a flask of wine.

Quon formed the intense d’sur fists needed to seal the cave’s mouth. He picked the spot above the entrance where he would create a powerful rockslide. The trapped Arrox would die of starvation or thirst. He waited for another moment before unleashing his power. Then he held back, dissolving his fists of destruction. The Arrox killed all humans. Whether from Harpin or Otanic, no human could live in this valley without magic.

Quon would let the Arrox live. He reached into the cave with a tiny d’sur gripping fist, letting the silver-stone’s disturbance guide him until he could pull the stone. Then he flew over the high pass. If any of the soldiers survived, they’d be in Narbend.

He reached the village within a hand, landing in the patrol house’s garden. An officer rushed out, buttoning his jacket.

“My lord. Welcome to Narbend.”

Quon studied the officer’s insignia. “Good day, Lieutenant. Are you in command here?” The junior officer nodded. “Have troops returned from the Barrens recently?”

“Yes, my lord. Three sought Wizard Criv, but I told them he had gone to Kefnu. They left on horseback two days ago, my lord.”

“Very good. Any news from Narbend about the rebels?”

“None, my lord. We have received many reports of activity north of here. Captain Pluden left for Castin four days ago.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. I will look for those soldiers on the Kefnu Road.” Quon rose back into the air to follow the road east toward Kefnu. In two days, the men could travel twenty leagues on horseback. He would cover that same distance in one hand at a leisurely speed. He was keen to hear what happened in the valley. Was Lihan involved in Harpin’s lost troopers?

Less than a hand later, Quon spotted blue uniformed men riding in the forest between Narbend and Twin Rocks. He counted three soldiers as he flew ahead of them to land on the road. The troopers stopped ten paces from him. The lead soldier dismounted, giving a respectful bow to the count.

“Good day, soldier,” Quon called out. “Are you from the large valley in the Western Mountains?”

“We are my lord. Riding to Kefnu to deliver a package to Wizard Criv from our sergeant.”

Curiously, the soldier’s words implied things remained calm in the valley. “How was the sergeant when you left?”

“Good, my lord.” The soldier pulled a metal box from his saddle bag, offering it to Quon, who recognized it as the one he had dropped when his d’dec ceased operating. The soldier took out a letter. The sergeant had addressed the letter to Wizard Criv. Quon opened it as the soldiers waited beside their horses. The missive read ...

Sergeant Jasoom to the gracious Wizard Criv, do send this message:

We interrogated a young man named Kaan, who claimed to have been traveling with a witch named Tipini. He claimed the woman did powerful magic and had a five-year-old daughter. A young woman named Azaly also journeyed with the witch. She carried the wand that had once belonged to apprentice Jaal in Kefnu. He admitted that Azaly had murdered Jaal many weeks before.
Kaan also admitted that he last saw Tipini with Azaly on a high ridge the day before we found him.


Quon asked, “Besides this man Kaan, did you see anyone else in the valley?” The soldier shook his head. Quon reread the letter, wondering if his assumption that the Arrox killed the soldiers was valid. “How long ago did the sergeant send you to find Wizard Criv?”

“Eleven days, my lord.”

“Very good. I am impressed with your diligence in delivering this message. Do you have writing supplies?”

“Yes, sir.” The soldier signaled to a man behind him who pulled a package from his saddle bags.

Inside the package, Quon found coarse paper plus ink with a quill. He scratched out a brief note and signed it. “Take this note as my thanks,” he said. “It grants you all the right to request whatever posting you want. Guard it well so you can present it to the commanding office in Kefnu.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

The note was his appeasement for using these men as bait to draw out Lihan or his cohorts, knowing that their lives were expendable like all bait.

Quon rose back into the air to fly south. He placed the strange box beside him on the flying platform. He had much to think about. This witch, Tipini, was especially troubling. However, her actual power would not be significant if Lihan had trained her.

Quon flew fast toward Otanmouth on the south coast. He would find out if Apprentice Ween’s body were near his silver-stone. If not, then Quon may have yet another traitorous member of his Academy. It was an idea that scared him more than dealing with an overt enemy.


twenty-nine
Escape


Ibun sat cross-legged on the cabin’s gently pitching floor. Today was the second full day confined to this small berth on the Salient. Young Sarn sat facing him while Preem lay on the cabin’s only bunk. Ibun watched his student pinch the d’dec between his fingers, moving it nearer to his head, searching for the perfect place. Ibun remembered when he first fought to move the d’dec away from his own ‘sweet spot’. It was the most maddening time he remembered. He decided to put Sarn through that same frustration.

“Move the d’dec another six inches from your head,” he instructed.

“Yes, sir.” Sarn adjusted his hand before concentrating on entering the d’dec from this greater distance. Sarn’s face scrunched in concentration. Soon, Ibun spotted Sarn’s fingers moving back toward his preferred spot.

“Don’t cheat, Squirt.” Sarn moved the d’dec away again. “Even if it takes days, you mustn’t move it closer.”

As Ibun studied his pupil, he wondered about being Sarn’s Zenii. Being imprisoned gave him time to think. Ever since Preem rescued him from his father’s merciless beatings six years ago, Ibun dreamed of being a grand wizard. What he hadn’t realized was that a grand wizard needed a pupil. No amount of explaining from Preem prepared him for the sense of love he felt for that apprentice. Sarn was Ibun’s legacy in the world of magic. Preparing that student to become a stalwart Defender of Vosj was a profound job.

Now, he was like a father to Sarn, which brought up those long-buried memories of Ibun’s Pa blaming a little boy for killing his mother. When he saw Brodia birthing baby Tresela, he discovered how dangerous childbirth was. He also learned how vital that baby was to the mother, starting the second after birth. Did his mother see her baby boy before she died? With all his heart, he hoped so.

“Have you given thought to our escape?” Preem murmured from the bed, breaking into Ibun’s thoughts.

Ibun had given their liberation considerable attention but hadn’t found anything better than a puerile solution. They could fly from the cabin’s window in the depths of the night, leaving their captors wondering. It wouldn’t get reported for several days until the ship arrived in Lowmouth. To avoid witnesses, they could kill everyone before sinking the ship. That was his best plan, though he despised the idea of killing so many innocent people.

He was about to suggest wrecking the ship but sensed Preem would hate it, too. So, he replied, “I have given it much thought, Jastur. But I don’t have an elegant solution yet.” He kept his voice too low for the outside guard to hear.

“The colonel talked about searching for a blind man. We must find a way to break out without them thinking we won our freedom. It should appear as if we never existed. If any sailors later tell a story about us, it mustn’t raise any suspicions we were wizards.”

Ibun realized neither of his ideas covered this. How do you escape without your jailer knowing you’ve escaped? It seemed an impossible problem that Zenii posed.

“We need information,” Preem whispered. “Sit with me to review what I need.”

Near midnight, Ibun slipped out through the cabin’s only window, lifting himself into the main mast rigging to observe the two sailors on the poop deck. One stood by the wheel while the other strolled along one side of the deck, passing the stern lantern beside the helmsman before coming along the other side. It would be challenging to slip below decks in the waist to check on the cargo. But whenever the walker reached the helmsman, they chatted while looking over the rail at the brig’s stern.

Ibun waited until the next occasion they talked over the back railing. Without a sound, he dropped through the forward hatch. Here were the pens with livestock taken onboard in Jongmouth. In a single lamp’s light, he saw several pigs in one pen, with twice as many sheep in another. They kept chickens in cages stacked along the sides. His presence caused them to cluck a warning. Ibun poked his head through the hatch. The watchmen remained in the stern, so he floated himself over the side.

His next assignment was to check on the Harpin soldiers. As he peered through the ship’s small starboard window, Ibun saw Colonel Krolim writing at a modest desk. But where did the two guards sleep? Ibun waited until they changed the guard outside Preem’s cabin. Then, he followed the relieved trooper as he went to the forward area. The chickens clucked as the soldier entered. Later, when the ship’s watch was talking by the stern, Ibun poked his head into the livestock hold. His eyes picked out the partitioned area on the port side. He reached out, using his new perception ability that Zenii insisted he learn. Inside the partition, he sensed a man lying on a hammock with his sword and buckler nearby. Good. He returned to their cabin to report his findings to his teacher.

The information pleased Zenii, who laid out a detailed plan for their liberation. Ibun would sneak into the captain’s cabin to write a quick note. After that, they would wait until nearer Lowmouth. As Zenii relayed his plan, Ibun was in awe of how his teacher twisted human habits into a chance to win their freedom with no one being the wiser for their escape.
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The Salient would dock in Lowmouth tomorrow, so they must execute Zenii’s escape plan tonight. Ibun lifted himself through the cabin window two hands before the next guard change at their cabin door. He hastened to the foremast’s main yardarm to wait for the night watch to congregate at the stern rail. Tonight was the third imprisoned in their cabins, so after making no trouble before, the guards were unattentive.

“Complacency is the assassin’s ally,” Preem had reminded Ibun before he left.

From the yardarm, Ibun dropped into the livestock hold, where he killed one pig and one sheep without spilling their blood. That was the easiest part.

Ignoring the chickens, which clucked in protest, he stepped over to the partitioned section to peer through a gap in the slats. The soldier was sleeping with his sword on the floor beside his hammock. Ibun pulled aside the curtain that covered the entrance before using a gripping fist to lift the sword in its scabbard. While floating the two carcasses and the saber, Ibun checked the watchman’s location. He was turning at the edge of the poop deck, so Ibun waited until he was back in the stern before floating his stolen goods over the ship’s side.

Getting the pig through the cabin window took some magical squeezing. Luckily, the sheep was easier since its bulk was mostly wool. Once inside, Ibun laid both carcasses on the floor. They would have to move with quick certainty. Muffled by a blanket, Ibun withdrew the sword without making a sound the guardsman outside the door would recognize. He then thrust it through the pig to bloody the sword’s blade.

“Wipe it here,” Preem instructed, handing Ibun the bunk’s blanket.

Ibun crudely cleaned the blade, leaving blood smears near the hilt and in the sword’s fuller. He resheathed the blade. He’d done the hardest parts, giving him confidence as he left the cabin to return the sword to the sleeping soldier. Again, the chickens started clucking as he pulled aside the curtain near the bottom.

“Who’s there?” the guard in the hammock called out sleepily.

The plan would fall apart if the soldier discovered his sword was missing. Ibun gripping-fisted the soldier’s sword back to the floor beside the hammock. He slipped the note he wrote last night under some clothes in the partition’s corner.

Ibun released the curtain in time as the guard swung his legs over the hammock’s side. “I said, who’s there?” The trooper picked up his sword without withdrawing it. Ibun vaulted into the sheep’s pen before the soldier swept aside the curtains.

“Ya’d better show yourselves, else I’ll beat ya into mashed turnips,” he called out.

Ibun’s leap into the sheep’s pen had set the chickens to clucking in the cages. The sheep moved nervously around him as he lay on the floor, watching the soldier’s stockinged feet step along the pen. The soldier cursed at the noisy chickens as he moved to the pig’s pen. He kneeled to look under the farm animals as Ibun held his breath, hoping his black face kept him hidden.

“You’d better show yourself,” the soldier said. “I’ll give ya ten seconds, then I’ll kill ya.”

Had he seen Ibun? The plan was ruined if the guardsman pulled his sword or saw Ibun. An idea came to Ibun. He opened a chicken cage to push out a hen, which began squawking as it half flew into the pig’s pen.

“Fucking birds,” the trooper called as he reached over to grab it. “Waking me up all the time.”

Ibun lay quietly; luckily, the sheep moved around him without stepping on his head. The soldier pushed the loose bird back into its cage before retreating to his hammock. Ibun left, hoping the rest of the plan went easier.

In the cabin with the animal carcasses, they waited for the guards to change. Sarn sat on the sheep’s corpse while Preem sat cross-legged with Ibun on the bunk. They maintained a loud conversation for the guard to hear, so he had no reason to check on them. They talked about the leather craft, something all three of them shared. However, it would be boring if you’d never made a saddle.

When he first learned Zenii’s plan, it had impressed Ibun with its elegance. Now, he wondered if it would work as envisioned. Was the colonel gullible enough?

After the guard changed, Ibun continued talking with Preem until they bid each other good night. Above him, Ibun listened to the footsteps of the watch on the poop deck. When the watchman was doing his rounds, Ibun formed spearpoints to cut the carcasses, spreading blood on the floor and the bunk’s bedding. Then Ibun lifted the carcasses out of the cabin window. Preem followed behind, carrying Sarn on his lifting hand.

Ibun waited high above the port side until the watchman rejoined the helmsman to continue whatever conversation they were having by the stern rail. Ibun dropped the sheep first. It landed with a loud splash, catching the watch’s attention. Then he dropped the pig.

“Man overboard,” the watchman called as he ran to ring the bell.

Ibun hid in the rigging with the others as miniature sailors moved far below. Soon, bare feet pounded on the deck as the merchant sailors came on deck. The captain joined his first mate by the port poop rail.

“Where away?” he called to the watchman.

“Port side, Captain. Two of ‘em I’s heard.”

The Harpin colonel joined the captain, wearing only his white shirt. Captain Holeen advised the colonel to check on his prisoners. Several minutes passed before Krolim returned with both soldiers. One restrained the other.

“Shackle this man, Captain. He’s under arrest.”

“Of course, Colonel. I’ll have him secured in the chains,” the Captain responded, referring to the fortified section of the brig where they housed the anchor chain. “May I enquire what happened?”

“This traitor butchered my prisoners before throwing their bodies into the sea.” The colonel held out the soldier’s sword with the blood smears. “It’s a mess in the cabin, blood everywhere, including the window frame.”

“Sir, ‘tweren’t me, I’s swears it.”

Krolim caught the soldier with a backhand that knocked him to the deck. “We’ve men in Lowmouth to get the truth from him. Someone ordered him to do this.”

We can leave, Zenii sent.

Ibun rose to the top of the main mast, with Zenii bringing young Sarn. Once beyond anyone’s ability to see them in the dark, Ibun transferred himself to Zenii’s platform. Then his guru began moving north toward the Jongiloc shore.

“Do you believe it will work, Zenii?” Ibun asked.

“Indeed. When they find that letter directing the trooper to kill any blind men, it will assuage any lingering doubts.”

“But he’ll never confess, for he has nothing to confess to.”

“Once they torture him, he will confess to anything they say just to stop the pain. He may be a loyal soldier with nothing to hide. But he’ll tell them anything they want to know when he feels that hot iron searing his skin.” Preem paused before stating the soldier’s fate. “He will die in pain.”

Ibun accepted war was hard, but he felt compassion for the guard who faced a brutal end to his life.

After some time, Preem lowered his lifting hand to find solid ground under them. Without landing, Preem flew west until he found an expansive forest to hide in. The humid air made Ibun’s clothes stick to his skin, which brought back memories of his youth. They settled for the night.
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thirty
Buttons and Knives


Jisana relaxed in the high-backed chair as she waited for the princes. By this, her fourth day, she felt comfortable in the Royal Palace. She wore what she considered was her governess’ green dress, the same color as the pine trees in the valley. Under the dress’ bodice, she carried her bandolier of knives. Sir Riman knew those knives were there but didn’t object to her wearing them in the queen’s presence because she needed time to undo the buttons to reach them. So, he could draw his sword long before she could use them against the queen.

The almost bare room had two chairs beside a small round table. On one wall, shelves held story books. The room was Jisana’s sanctuary away from the Palace politics. Here, she was an ordinary woman. Not a killer rebel, street urchin, or noble lady like the queen tried to make her.

However, thinking about Queen Foliana reminded Jisana of her one frustration. So far, the queen blocked Jisana’s attempts to form a rebel band by insisting she stay within the Palace. Her appeals to Sir Riman also went unanswered, though he empathized with her situation. “Give the queen time,” he said when she asked for his intervention. She liked Sir Riman, who was a shorter copy of Haam.

After tapping on the door, the chamberlain escorted the young princes into her room. Ricard ran straight to her, jumping into her lap, while Prince Saral was more reserved in her presence, going to the shelves to pull out two red toy soldiers to play with.

Prince Ricard wanted her to read him a story, so she sent him to pick something from the shelf. Soon, he sat in her lap, looking at the hand-drawn pictures in the book he picked. The tale was about a prince risking his life in the Barrens to rescue his fair maiden. With sword drawn, the prince faced an Arrox. The silly drawing showed a four-legged beast snarling at the boy. Not knowing an Arrox, the artist mixed a wolf with a bear to create his image.

Jisana read the story, “The prince stared at the eight-legged monster that screeched in defiance.” They were not the exact words in the book.

“You’re saying it wrong, Jis.”

“Well, now. You can read, can you?” The prince shook his head but pointed to the creature’s four legs in the artist’s drawing. Jisana smiled at him, saying, “I see. So, you’re an expert on Arrox then, Squirrel?” Squirrel was the secret name the Prince adored.

“Jis, have you seen one?”

“I have. I’ve seen many and killed a few, too.” She closed the book to set it on the table beside the chair. When he asked if she used her knives, she decided to tell him about the real world. “Yes. They’re horrible creatures that aren’t like that drawing at all. Much scarier. All they want to do is kill you so they can eat you. And they’re smarter than a bear or a wolf. They remember you, know how you fight.”

“Tell me a story about the Arrox.”

“Let me see, Squirrel,” Jisana thought about all the times she’d seen the Arrox or the fewer times she’d fought them. The last occasion, in their cave, would scare the prince. So, she picked a different time. “I killed this bear that scared little Tres. I was skinning it when I heard the scream of an eagle. That’s the sound the Arrox make, Squirrel.”

“Who’s Tres?”

“A little girl. She was about your age then. Anyway, I hear this scream; it makes your blood run cold it does. I spot one of ‘em in a tree. Four legs gripped the branch while it held a stick in one of its front legs.”

“Wow, Jis. What did you do?”

“You can’t run from ‘em. You have to face ‘em. So, I stood my –”

The door to the room creaked open. A Palace servant stepped in, bowing. “Excuse me, Your Highnesses, Lady Jisana. But I’s orders to bring the boys to her majesty.”

“The queen is meeting with an ambassador,” Jisana replied. She saw a knife in the servant’s belt. “Her grace is too busy. What does Queen Foliana want with her sons?” Ricard tried to squirm off her lap, but she held him tight.

“She wants to show them to the diplomat. She said he has his daughter with him.”

Jisana had her hand behind Ricard’s back, trying to undo a bodice button. No servant knew an order’s reason or carried a knife, and, most certainly, no servant called the queen ‘she’.

“Squirrel, take your brother behind my chair,” she whispered in her command voice.

Prince Ricard hopped down to hide with his brother. The bellpull to summon the servants was beyond her reach. Damn, these buttons!

“I don’t mean them no harm,” the servant said, dropping his pretense. He pulled out his knife, big enough to skin a bear.

She didn’t take her eyes off him as her fingers fumbled with the buttons. Standing, she backed away to give herself time. “Why?” She used her left arm to keep both boys behind her while her right hand continued working on her dress. She had one button undone now.

“The boy’s been taught to hate Harpin. That ain’t right.”

“I was telling them a fable, that’s all,” she said, trying to buy enough time. She backed against the wall with the princes lost in her skirts. The assassin closed in with his knife held in front, ready to gut her in one stroke.

She ripped off the second button to pull out an all-metal knife. He was too close. With a snarl fixed on his face, he tried to slice across her throat. She ducked, rolling to one side. It exposed the boys but gave her room to throw her knife.

The snarl became a puzzled look as the servant stared at the knife protruding from his chest’s right side. She hadn’t gone for his heart, wanting him alive to confess who sent him. She had a second knife in her hand but didn’t throw it. He took a step toward her, which was away from the boys. Good. Then, another shuffle before sinking to his knees. She kicked his knife hand, sending his brutal knife bouncing across the plush rug.

He fell face first on the carpet, letting out a pathetic grunt as he pushed her blade deeper. After rolling him onto his back, she stared into his eyes. “Don’t die on me, bastard. You have a story to tell first.” The assassin glared at her in disbelief that a woman beat him. “Squirrel, pull the cord,” she said calmly. Ricard ran across the room to yank on the silk-tasseled bellpull. Jisana used her knife to cut two more buttons off so she could reach all her knives. Then she looked down on the servant, gazing at the ceiling as he gasped frothy red breaths. “Who sent you?” His eyes flicked to look at her. But he didn’t answer. So, she leaned her hand on her knife’s handle. He groaned but said nothing.

A female servant Jisana recognized came in. “What happened?” she almost screamed.

“An assassin, get Sir Riman.” The woman ran off. “Close the door,” she told Prince Ricard. Then, standing, she slipped her unused knife back into her bandolier so she could pick up Prince Saral, who started crying. “It’s over now,” she said in a sing-song voice. Sitting in her chair, she rocked the little boy to soothe him.

Prince Ricard stood by her knee. “It’s true, isn’t it. You really have killed Arrox.” She nodded as she cooed to little Saral.

A large man barged into the room with his sword drawn. She had her knife in her hand before she recognized Sir Riman. She grinned as she used her knife to point at the man soaking the rug with his lifeblood. “We should get the truth from him.”

Sir Riman leaned out the door to call out, “Guards!”

Within moments, the room was full of poppy-red guards, plus the chamberlain. Prince Ricard had climbed on her lap beside his little brother. Jisana leaned down to whisper, “Squirrel, you’re the Crown Prince. Show your brother how a brave prince acts.”

Prince Ricard reluctantly climbed down. Then Queen Foliana was in the doorway, so he ran to his mother.

Several minutes later, she was alone with Sir Riman in the room. The Queen took the princes while the guards carried out the unconscious assassin. Jisana would have to get her knife later.

After reviewing the details several times until she satisfied Sir Riman, Jisana pointed to the ruined front of her gown. “I need a new dress.”

“We’ll get new buttons sewn on.”

“This thing almost got us killed. I’ll find a dressmaker to make me a proper dress for protecting their highnesses.”

“I’ll arrange with the royal dressmaker; she can make whatever you want.”

“No buttons,” Jisana said. Sir Riman hesitated before he nodded his agreement. Sensing a chance to get compromises, she added, “I need a room in the West Tower to move around without servants seeing me.”

This time, he smiled. “If Corporal Haam trusts you, so can I. You’ll get your room, little lady. But I am going to expect your cooperation in other matters.”

After Sir Riman left, she wriggled back into the chair’s soft padding. She wondered what her parents would think of this. When she was the daughter of palace servants, they told her to avoid any ministers, let alone royalty. Many times, she saw the princess walking the gardens. Jisana hid in bushes each time to avoid punishment for being too close. But now she talked to that same princess who became the queen. Life had given Jisana many unexpected turns, though she was only seventeen. Still, she didn’t expect to live much longer, so it was wasted on her.
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thirty-one
Mysterious Girl


Quon was in Kefnu to verify if Prince Ricard was back with his mother. The statement from Sosin had shaken him when the letter arrived. But after a couple of days, he had assimilated the lousy news into his conscious, though it still rattled him. Things swirled outside his control. Two days ago, someone tried to kill the prince, but the governess stopped them. Four days ago, Quon found Ween’s silver-stone without finding the yellow-sash.

Today, he would attend the Royal Court at three. It would allow him to talk to General Beton to verify the details of Prince Ricard’s freedom. Of course, he would congratulate the queen on the return of her son, even as he worked on a new scheme to steal Prince Ricard away from her.

That afternoon, Quon went to the Palace. Though he didn’t enjoy the royal courts, he used them to watch for any undertones that showed who was in favor with her highness. Before the meeting, he talked to the general, receiving confirmation that Sir Riman found the young prince outside the city walls, which was a curious lie that Quon wanted to bring into the light.

Today’s Royal Court was dull except for some fleeting interactions between Queen Foliana and her gentleman-in-waiting. Sir Riman attended to her majesty, standing beside her chair. Although she did well to hide most of it, Quon detected a few furtive glances at Riman from the Queen. He smiled at this unexpected nuance to consider. During the court, Queen Foliana requested meeting Quon afterward. A request from her grace was a demand, so he bowed in acceptance.

After the court, a chamberlain’s assistant led him to the drawing-room to meet the queen. As they approached the door, a teenage woman exited with boys he recognized as the princes. Was this the governess?

“Your Highnesses.” He said, bowing to the two boys. “It is a welcome sight to see you safe, Prince Ricard.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

The teenage girl glared at him as she curtsied. “My lord,” she said. Something in her defiance sent chills along his spine. No love was lost here. Yet another woman showed boldness he would destroy when Otanic was further under Harpin’s heel.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked the princes, ignoring the girl’s glares.

“No, my lord,” Ricard replied. The girl in the pink dress with red roses embroidered on the bodice whispered something in Prince Ricard’s ear. “You are Count Quon of Bro ... Broditch?”

“I am your grace. May I commend you on your bravery. I hear you spent time in the darkest forests of Otanic.”

The girl’s eyes snapped back to him. He couldn’t mistake the hatred they held for him. Then, the girl ushered the boys down the carpeted corridor. Quon would ask his spies about this girl who flashed defiance and knew more than she should.

After the assistant chamberlain tapped on the Queen’s door, Sir Riman opened it. “Her majesty will be ready in a moment, Count Quon. You may wait in her antechamber.”

Quon entered the small room before the Queen’s drawing room to sit in one of its ornate chairs. Nobility always waited on royalty, so he took no offense.

Finally, Sir Riman ushered him into the large wood-paneled room with a fire raging in the fireplace and Queen Foliana sitting in a high-winged chair. She wore a pink dress with beautiful yellow embroidery. For a moment, he wondered how long she would maintain her choice of dress color. While she continued wearing pink, the other court ladies did so too.

“Your Majesty.” Quon executed an elaborate bow.

“My lord.” Queen Foliana indicated the high-winged chair facing her. “What news do you have from our cousin’s court?” she asked. Sir Riman remained in the room, near the door, out of earshot.

“The Crown Prince’s army approaches Riverend Castle, ma’am. He will lay siege to the castle, though the young prince is safe in your Palace.” Quon paused for a moment to emphasize his hidden feelings. “I am happy to see Prince Ricard back with his loving mother. I hope to understand the story of his rescue one day.”

“We are certain your spies keep you informed,” she responded with a thin smile. “It would seem that Baron Rigas wasn’t the only noble seeking to steal our son from us. It was a challenge to win him back, my lord.”

Does she know? “For now, the important thing is his return, your grace.”

“That is true, my lord. However, with his return, we seek justice for the wrongs done to our son, heir to both Kingdoms. Whoever orchestrated this is a traitor to those realms. We would expect our cousin is eager to solve the riddle as well.”

“King Tarik is most clear on this too, ma’am. He has commanded me to investigate the circumstances of his grandson’s kidnapping.”

“Ah. Our cousin sets a fox to investigate who stole the hen. We look forward to your report. Will this fox also punish whichever fox took our son?”

“Indeed, ma’am. His Majesty sends his army to Riverend, so Baron Rigas’ family pays for their foolhardiness.”

“You say Prince Katan will lay siege to the castle,” she said. Quon nodded yes. “A blockade can take a year. We do not wish to wait that long, my lord.”

Quon smiled; King Tarik had ordered the same thing. “It will be my satisfaction, ma’am, to do as you wish.” Quon paused before turning the conversation to his own point of interest. “His Majesty has also commanded this fox to investigate the insurgents, your grace.”

“Ah, yes. These rebels we hear about but see little of.”

“They exist, ma’am. They have been active in the western provinces. I’ve also learned of some failed attempts here in the city.”

“We have picked up similar rumors, my lord. But see little mischief from their activity. A fortnight ago, we learned of three blind men disappearing. One was a respected member of our mercantile class,” she responded. “General Beton is too harsh with our citizens who have done no harm to us or Harpin. We will seek the general’s removal as our Minister of Defense.”

Quon despised the general but wasn’t about to let this woman undermine King Tarik’s plans. “The king himself is most insistent on the general’s appointment to Otanic’s Privy Council, ma’am.”

“We will consider our cousin’s concerns. However, we remind you it is not Harpin’s Privy Council but ours.”

“Of course, ma’am.” He found it impossible to read her face. Queen Foliana had become too good at the intrigues of the court.

“Is there another matter you wish to confer, my lord?” she asked. Quon said he had nothing else to discuss. “Then we hope you attend to our husband in his venture to bring the Baron’s family to justice.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He bowed at her dismissal before leaving the Queen’s drawing room. As he returned along the corridors of the new palace, he replayed the exchange in his mind. Queen Foliana knew or suspected much more than was safe for him. By the time he reached his quarters, he had decided to bring forward his plans to remove her from this dangerous game he played. But first, he needed control over the young heir.
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thirty-two
White Well


After escaping from the Salient, Preem settled in the same location for two days to let the recent events pass beyond them. On the third night, they camped in a forest of exotic trees Preem hadn’t seen before. One tree caught Preem’s attention when he magically sensed its broad, oak-like leaves. This tree’s fruit was a foot-wide sphere. Ibun didn’t know its name, claiming he stayed within the walls of Lowmouth before sailing away six years ago.

Preem declared they should dedicate today to practicing their magical techniques. Ibun took Sarn with him to hunt for their lunch.

Alone, Preem practiced the new technique he began developing in the Green Valley. Those large fruits were perfect to practice on. He nicknamed the fruit God’s Apples after Ibun told him they were light green. First, Preem used a tiny cutting edge to push a small hole into the apple’s core. Then, he sent a tiny d’sur fist deep into that hole. The next part felt clumsy to Preem. He made the little fist expand as rapidly as he could. Sometimes, it grew so quickly the fruit would burst into tiny pieces that flew several paces. The trick was getting the expansion consistently fast. But frequently, it did no more than split the apple in half.

After destroying twenty apples in a tree, he heard Ibun return from hunting. Preem sensed his nephew carried four squirrels for lunch.

After lunch, the group trained again. Now, Sarn was pushing a larger stone; soon, it would be time to show him how to pull it back. Meanwhile, Ibun practiced his new method of shaking the ground around him.

Preem was ready to try his expanding technique, but his heart wasn’t in it. Those squirrels for lunch reminded him of Brodia’s special name, revealing how much he loved her. In the Green Valley, he had become complacent about having her nearby. But now, she was hundreds of leagues away, far beyond his ability to sense her magic. Thoughts of Brodia exposed his own doubts about going to Lowmouth. Was this withered wizard worthy of the mission he gave himself? Warning himself about the hubris of a fool, he sat by the fire, despondently staring into its flames.

Are you well? Ibun sent.

I miss Tresela, he replied, not wanting to admit the truth.

That night, they ate well. Preem took the time to continue strengthening Ibun’s ability to communicate through the d’dec, while Ibun worked hard on Sarn’s ability to narrow his d’sur fist. It had been the third day of quiet after several days of tension. However, Preem couldn’t shake the gloom gripping his heart.
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Preem asked Ibun to fly high above the forest the following morning as the sky first lightened. He returned after ten minutes, saying he’d found the road a league to their north. After breakfast, Ibun flew them northeast until he located the forest’s edge. By midmorning, Preem was walking along the Lowmouth road. He hoped to find the farm he visited six years ago with Brodia.

By that night, Ibun had not seen the river Preem sought. Here in the open farmland, he forbade any flying. Furthermore, he didn’t want to attract unwanted attention by striding along at the wizard’s gait. He removed the cloth on his face, disguising the fact he was blind. Whenever they passed anyone, he hid his hollow eyes.

By the following noon, Ibun spotted the small river. Preem directed him to follow the cart tracks beside the river toward the coast that lay over a league to the south. Preem reached out to sense the farmhouse. Finding the well, he knew this was the location he sought.

Two hundred paces from the farmhouse, Preem stopped. “Ask at the farm,” he told Ibun, “ the wife’s name was Morina. See if she still lives here.”

As he waited, Preem reached out with his d’sur waves to Lowmouth. Here he found a single d’dec. As he had suspected, Harpin kept an apprentice watching over the city.

Several minutes later, Ibun returned. “Morina is here, Zenii.”

“Good. Guide me, young Sarn. These folk know me as Jastur, a blind man who is Tipini’s brother.”

Sarn guided him through the farmyard to the kitchen door. He sensed a woman standing on the porch. Age had stooped her shoulders.

“I remember you,” an old woman’s voice said. “You visited with a woman years ago.”

“Indeed, I have returned to impose on your kind hospitality again. May I introduce my cousin Ibun and my nephew Sarn.”

“C’mon inside,” she said. “You must forgive my poor memory; your name is?” Preem reminded her that he was Jastur, brother to Tipini. “Ah, yes. I recall you now. Is she well? Wasn’t she having husband troubles in Lowmouth?”

“Tipini is well, though she never reconciled her differences with her spouse, ma’am,” he explained. Morina shushed him, telling him she was never a ma’am to anyone who knew her. “How is your husband?” he asked.

“Gerond is older, growing slower by the day. I fear this farm will kill him soon.”

When Gerond returned before sundown, it pleased him to see Preem. They spent a pleasant evening talking about Jongiloc, though the farmer complained about the demise of Lowmouth after Harpin’s slow takeover of the kingdom. After the old king died, his youngest son, Cullan, was nothing more than a puppet of Harpin’s King Tarik. Gerond wasn’t alone in his dislike, as he confirmed widespread rumblings over new taxes.

Ibun asked several questions, wanting to understand what happened to King Rullag’s elder son, Crown Prince Royun.

Gerond said, “Harpin installed Prince Cullan on the throne, leaving many rumors about Prince Royun. Some say he’s been dead for four years; others claim Harpin holds him hostage to ensure King Cullan obeys their commands.” Silence fell in the room as each person grappled with the sad news. Finally, Gerond asked Preem, “Will you stay with us for a while?”

“These two are young,” Preem replied, gesturing toward his traveling companions. “If you can endure our company, we will tarry a few days to help you with the farm.”

“You are all most welcome. Are you travelling to Lowmouth for business?”

“Ibun was born in Lowmouth, so we return to see his father.”

“My son lives in Lowmouth with his wife and our two grandchildren. We have often thought of visiting them. But the roads are dangerous now. Bands of brigands roam the countryside, robbing the decent people of whatever they possess.”

“The new king doesn’t stop them?” Ibun asked, distressed at more sad news about his old kingdom.

“No. Some believe he encourages them,” Gerond said, shaking his head. “But I think he’s too lazy. Hidden in his Palace, King Cullan believes the lies told by the Harpin military leaders, who encourage the brigands to justify keeping hundreds of troops in Jongiloc.”

“If you wish to visit Lowmouth, we will escort you there. Surely, there is greater strength in numbers,” Preem said. “Especially young numbers.”

“We are too old to walk, and our wagon lacks a pair of horses to pull it,” Gerond replied. “Alas, our means leave us unable to purchase two horses.”

“Indeed, it is hard times.”

The next day, Preem sat with Ibun at the stone well. Preem told him about Yarin’s contaminated d’dec. Brodia remembered this well from her first trip to Lowmouth, so they threw the d’dec into its watery depths. Here, it remained hidden from any detection except by a skilled wizard who was within two leagues of the farm. Even Quon could not find it.

“I remember hearing of the battle,” Ibun said. “I was just a hundred paces away. The magic made me dizzy that day. Was Yarin strong?”

Before answering his question, Preem called Sarn to sit with them. “Yarin was strong,” Preem told them both. “But he was also a fool. He never learned to move his d’dec away from his head. A pertinent lesson for you, Apprentice Sarn.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

And for you, Wizard Ibun.

Yes, Zenii.

With constant practice, Ibun was improving the communication through the d’dec. Just as important, the warbling to communicate made Ibun’s shimmering spearpoint unstoppable.

I sense roses growing beside the kitchen door, Preem sent. What color are they?

Yellow. A bright color, Zenii.

A color of spring’s renewal. This well has significance for me. I could stay here forever.

Yes, Zenii. It is a peaceful place.

You are a good Zenii for little Sarn, Preem sent, feeling the weight of his uncertainty again. You have made worthy decisions these last few weeks.

Thank you. Should I leave with Sarn?

Preem sensed Ibun’s fear of separation. Soon, you will be ready, but then it will be I who leaves.

That will be a sad day.

Few grand wizards live to see their apprentice grow into a grand wizard. I have had two. I cannot be prouder or more satisfied.
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thirty-three
The Last Hope


The day after seeing that bastard Quon in the Palace, Jisana left the Queen’s Keep via the West Tower’s tunnel. She wore her men’s clothes after leaving behind the pink dress Mistress Zofia made. It still brought a smile when she remembered her spirited discussion with the royal seamstress the afternoon after stopping the assassin four days ago. Zofia wanted to include extra frills in the skirts with a flower motif for the bodice. Jisana was only interested in having a slit across the bodice to allow her quick access to her corset.

Zofia used the word ‘scandalous’ to describe Jisana’s request. She refused to ‘destroy’ the fine lines of the dress’ bodice. Ultimately, Jisana convinced the plump artisan she could conceal the slit in the bodice’s embroidery to keep it a secret between them both. Mistress Zofia then saw it as a challenge for her sewing skills. It amazed Jisana when the warmhearted seamstress delivered the beautiful dress two days later. Yesterday had been the first time she wore it. Oh, how she wished she could’ve pulled a knife on the floating Count Quon. But it would have been suicide. Her chance would come if she lived long enough.

She exited the tunnels in an alley near the Queen’s Keep. No one noticed her as she sauntered past the Keep’s gate; even the guards didn’t recognize her. She walked along Royal Street, turning into a nondescript alleyway before stopping at a tavern.

The shingle above the door showed a red fox staring through a fence at chickens while a roster glared back, daring the fox to take one of its hens. The words underneath read Fox’s Tormentor in yellow script. She’d been here a few times with Preem in the past. Inside, she found Todin sitting at a corner table with his back to the wall. As usual, he had his unstrung bow wrapped in his gray blanket propped against the wall.

After ordering a red wine, she settled with Todin at the table. He asked her about the Palace, but her answers weren’t encouraging. Queen Foliana continued to block Jisana’s efforts to set up a rebel group, though Sir Riman was now on her side. Before her frustrations dominated her feelings, Jisana changed the topic, asking what news Todin had.

“I’ve found a place to use,” he said, keeping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I discovered a deserted tavern.”

“That’s good. Taverns often have a cellar entrance into the tunnels. Do you know how long they’ve abandoned it? Are the owners likely to come back?”

“They left it soon after the Night of Magic Spearpoints.”

Jisana shook her head. She heard many stories of this night that toughened her kingdom’s resolve to fight. Whatever Quon hoped to accomplish by killing hundreds of leaders, its long-term effects were apparent to Jisana. It ended the early resistance but birthed the new rebel movement through the undying resentment of the people. Everyone lost a loved one that night. Whatever she did to individual soldiers was in open war, which was nothing compared to Quon’s actions that night.

Todin told her the tavern was near Jalian Market, so she finished her wine, eager to look at this place before it got too dark.

As she walked south along the cobbled streets, Todin asked how well Prince Ricard was recovering from his illness. “Someone tried to kidnap him three days ago,” she replied.

“That was foolish of them,” he said. He stepped away from her, watching how she walked. With a broad smile, he added, “You’re not hurt, so I think that if you’re alive, then he isn’t.”

“He lives still ... in the dungeons.”

Jisana set the pace down the North Street, past the Count’s residence. These streets brought back memories of Roon, reminding her she had unfinished business. Todin craved freedom for Otanic, but she demanded that, plus much more.

Todin led the way through narrow streets north of Jalian Market. She rounded a corner and saw the tavern with its windows boarded. They nailed several wooden planks across its doors. The paint was peeling. A faded shingle hung above the door from rusted chains frozen in place. Still, she could make out the image of a wizard in a blue and green checkered coat sending a lightning bolt through a wizard dressed in Harpinian blue. The words underneath declared the tavern’s name was Last Hope.

Beyond the tavern, she saw a beggar boy watching their every move. This street wasn’t a suitable begging spot.

“Let’s move,” she said as Todin tested the resilience of planks blocking the door. “We’re being watched.” She walked toward the beggar boy, who averted his eyes. The street around the corner, past the boy, was quiet. Once they were well beyond the beggar’s hearing, she asked, “Is there a tunnel entrance near here?”

“I don’t know. The nearest one I know is several streets away.”

They began a search out of the boy’s sight until they found one in a small warehouse inside a side alley. Down in the cool, stagnant air of the tunnels with Todin carrying a torch, she gazed each way along the passageway. She was lost after so many turns down the spiral steps.

“We need to mark these doorways,” she said with a frown. “Finding the correct door will challenge us.”

She pulled one of her knives to scratch a small ‘W1’ in the door’s bottom, near the hinge. “To find the way back.” Jisana went left, walking until she encountered another door. It was locked, but not to a member of the street folk. She found a clean cellar after unlocking the door at the ramp’s top. Looking around, she spotted an old invoice for barrels of wine. It had the tavern’s name, Wizard’s Pyre, as the delivery address. “Good, let’s compare where the warehouse is relative to this tavern.”

In the tunnel, she scratched ‘TWP’ on the door before counting the steps to the original exit. Back above ground, she gazed along the street. There was the shingle showing three wizards lying dead on a wooden pyre. Preem was in the middle, with Brodia and Roon on either side. The Last Hope was around a left-hand turn.

Five minutes later, she picked the lock leading to the Last Hope’s cellar. It had a ramp like the Wizard’s Pyre. Maybe for moving illegal barrels, she thought. At the top, the door opened to a messed up cellar where rats scurried from Todin’s torchlight. After picking her way up the stairs, she found the main bar area. A thick dust layer covered pieces of broken furniture, while a little natural light came through the edges of the boarded windows.

“Perfect,” she said, slapping Todin on the arm. Through a narrow gap in the wooden boards, she saw the beggar boy sitting as he watched the street. “It’s even better with a spy outside telling whoever he works for that this tavern is empty.”

The cellar was musty with a foul smell of rat droppings. They searched for anything to sit on. Although she would love Clelan’s company, she couldn’t imagine bringing him to this spot.

Jisana didn’t believe in the Gods, though she said a brief prayer to Amira for Clelan’s well-being. The idea that he could be dead from an infection sent chills through her stomach. She suppressed her morose thoughts as she waved Todin to leave the basement with her.

As she walked beside Todin to the door marked ‘W1’ Todin promised to map the doors in this area. “Finding keys would be helpful,” she added.

The old cellar was an excellent location in the southern part of the city. She felt that setting up a rebel base in Kefnu was now possible. Tomorrow, she would walk to the Queen’s Maid tavern near the East Gate to see if Haam or Clelan had left a message for her.
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thirty-four
Brown-Sash


Quon sat in the Academy’s library the morning after leaving Kefnu’s Palace. He studied the strange cube from the remote valley. Yesterday afternoon, he parried verbal swords with Queen Foliana. But after a rejuvenating sleep, he wanted to work on his mysterious box. Outside the door, Amiil, the newest red-sash waited, ready to attend to him.

Several times, Quon tried to reach inside the box with his mind, but it reminded him of that dark void the supreme d’dec forced him into. He saw the box, and when he opened the lid, he saw inside, but his mind only perceived a dark void within the box’s confines. Quon sensed the box could be a weapon against other wizards if he only understood how it worked.

With his thirty-fourth journal open to the first blank page, Quon recorded his initial impressions of the container. “The box blocks a wizard’s magical attempts to ‘read’ what’s inside,” he wrote. He dropped one of the four new d’decs into the cube with a soft ting. After closing the lid, he reached to enter the d’dec’s darkness but couldn’t find it. Even stranger, he couldn’t detect the d’sur waves coming from it or identify any interference when he used his old d’dec. He made more notes in his red journal.

While still engaged with the d’dec in his riding crop, Quon moved the box between his mind and his d’dec. The wave of nausea hit him instantly, reminding him of when he first saw journeyman wizard Sarn thirty four years ago. He shoved the box aside to eliminate the dizziness.

The outside was dull blue metal with no rust, but pitting made for a rough surface. Inside, the box had the same blueish appearance but with a smooth surface. The cube measured about a foot on each edge. The metal must be thin for this lightness, he thought.

Quon used his old d’dec to pick up this year’s red journal from his table. Keeping it suspended in front of him, he eased the box to block his sight of the book without blocking his mind’s access to the riding crop. Nothing changed. Then, when he lowered the box to cover the d’dec, the same dizzying sensation as the journal flopped onto the stone floor. The sense of being cut off from his d’dec was so chilling he didn’t want to experiment with it anymore, but he hoped it could eventually be used against Lihan.

After returning the box to a shelf, Quon sat at his desk to compose a note to Criv. He was to return to the Academy tomorrow. After sending the message cylinder to Criv, Quon called out to Amiil, who waited outside the library door.

“Have Apprentice Nilom join me here in the library,” Quon instructed the fourteen-year-old.

Minutes later, Nilom bowed when he entered. The young man stood in front of Quon’s desk. “How old are you, Apprentice Nilom?” Quon knew the answer but wanted to relax his agitated student.

“Sixteen, Zenii.”

“That’s an excellent age for learning to split the fist.” Quon pulled one of the new blueberry-sized d’decs from his pocket to place on his table. After removing its contamination, Quon asked, “Do you know what this is?”

Nilom stepped to the table to peer down at the object before asking, “Is it a d’dec, Zenii?” Quon nodded. “I’ve never seen one before as the other d’decs are hidden in wands.”

“You may pick it up,” Quon instructed. Nilom held the small stone between his thumb and forefinger as he studied its symmetrical shape. “I want you to reach out now to enter this d’dec. You may move it to a comfortable distance from your head.”

Quon watched as Nilom held the stone a foot from his head. The boy entered the strange d’dec in a second, impressing Quon with his quick wizard’s mind. Nilom created a gripping fist to lift the small candelabra on the desk.

“Show me how far from your head you can enter this d’dec,” Quon said. He didn’t allow his satisfaction at Nilom’s easy prowess to affect his attitude. Nilom held the d’dec straight out from his shoulder at arm’s length. At three feet, it took the student seconds to enter the d’dec. It wasn’t far enough to generate the power needed to split the fist.

“Watch, young man.” Quon entered the same d’dec where he felt Nilom’s presence. With slow, deliberate steps that Nilom could follow, Quon placed his hands on the sides of the imaginary stone to create a single powerful d’sur fist. Quon pulled his hands apart, causing the fist to break into two fists. “did you see?” Nilom nodded.

Quon repeated the technique to split the fist. “The d’dec must be further from your head, at least another foot.”

When Quon exited the new d’dec, he saw the sweat glistening on Nilom’s forehead. Good, the boy was working hard. “You are to practice today until you accomplish the single split,” Quon said brusquely. “I will accept no excuses for failure. Tomorrow, I will test you.”

“I’ll not fail you, Zenii.”

“Make sure you don’t. Now, you may leave me.”

Alone with his thoughts, Quon wondered about Nilom’s continued nervousness in his presence. By now, he should be relaxed. It was another aspect of Nilom’s enigma, like his description of the girl who stole bread from the barracks. The letter from the now-dead sergeant described a girl called Azaly, the Pink Assassin. When he caught this murderer, he would ensure Nilom witnessed her death, if only to note the boy’s reaction. Meanwhile, he would train him in the hope it would instill a deeper love for his Zenii.

Nilom’s sense of duty should be heightened by training the other students. When Criv came tomorrow, he would make three new wands for the yellow-sashes. It would be the start of a new intensive training regime. War would be here soon; Quon could feel it. Many of his students could die, but that didn’t matter because they were bait to catch Lihan and his apprentices.
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The following morning, Criv joined Quon in his private quarters at the Academy. Quon told his apprentice that they returned Prince Ricard to the Palace a few days ago. However, there remained the mystery of where they found the boy. Quon suspected they discovered the boy in the eastern forest, but the Palace denied this, claiming they located him outside the city walls.

“Did you find any useful information from your searches of the eastern forest?” Quon asked.

“Nothing certain, Zenii. Some clues, some mysteries, nothing more yet.” Quon waved to Criv to continue. “One patrol is unaccounted for. There were three patrols in the eastern forest,” Wizard Criv explained, using a map spread out on the table to emphasize the area. “I visited three small villages in the area, searching for clues. I found none.”

“And should I ask you for a guess, Wizard Criv. What would that be?”

“They had enough time to reach the northwestern section of the eastern forest. It’s a land of dense dark woods. I found bands of men riding through the eastern forest. These men wore no uniforms, yet they carried swords like a soldier. They may be mercenaries. Maybe they found the four militia before stealing back the boy to sell to the Palace.”

The mercenary information was new, but it didn’t explain everything. “What about the missing patrol?” Quon asked. “A band of mercenaries would struggle to defeat an elite patrol of our cavalry.”

Criv shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe someone ambushed them. I will continue my aerial search for them, Zenii.”

Quon decided to seek out what had happened to the missing patrol. “I have a different mission for you. I will concentrate our power here at the Academy, ready to send wherever Lihan is causing trouble. You will take the title of Academy Commissioner.” Quon let Criv absorb the news. Then he asked his senior student, “What do you think of Apprentice Nilom?”

After gathering his thoughts, Criv responded, “He is quick and determined to learn, Zenii. I expect him to beat Dlaan to the green sash. My only concern is he isn’t strong physically.”

Quon had often heard this reservation from someone proud of their physical prowess. “Be careful, Wizard Criv,” Quon warned. “Even a cripple can be a powerful grand wizard.”

“Of course, Zenii. I meant no disrespect.”

Ignoring Criv’s fawning, Quon placed three wands on the table. “I have found four new d’decs.” As he said this, he saw Criv’s surprise. “Nilom has the fourth one. We will contaminate these three so only the academy students can use them. I am placing Nilom in charge of training the Academy students, while you will bear responsibility for training the brown-sashes. A war is coming. All the apprentices must train hard for that war.”

Criv picked up one wand before entering its d’dec. He formed a split in under a second. Creating two gripping fists, he lifted the other two wands. “Should I assemble the students in the lobby, Zenii?”

Quon nodded. Wizard Criv’s easy use of the new d’dec pleased Quon. He was a strong apprentice, though mentally unstable. It would be a tough challenge picking between Criv and Nilom. But only one would be his heir. Criv left the new wands when he left to assemble the students.

Five minutes later, Quon floated in front of the assembled students. He held out a wand before entering it. He gave the wand to Criv, who joined him inside the new d’dec. Criv pointed to Nilom, who stood beside him before pointing to the next yellow-sash in order of seniority. Soon all four yellow-sashes huddled together to join Quon inside the d’dec. Then it was the turn of the red-sashes.

In his magical imagery, Quon saw them all hold hands around the red-glowing stone inside the d’dec’s dark cave. “Only these,” he intoned to the stone. Now, the d’dec would only allow these eight wizards access. The contamination was substantial because of Quon’s powerful magic.

He repeated the process for the other new d’decs. When it was done, he dismissed the red and yellow apprentices, sending them outside to train. He told Nilom to stay behind with Criv. Quon led them inside the library.

“Have you been training hard, Apprentice Nilom?” The boy nodded. “Very good. Show me what you can do.”

To Quon’s amusement, Nilom removed his boots before placing his d’dec on the table. Stepping back until five feet from the d’dec, he formed a broad d’sur fist. Then, he caused the fist to split down its center, creating two gripping fists. He used each to lift one of his boots.

“Excellent, Nilom. How long were you practicing?”

“I worked throughout the night to conquer it at this distance,” Nilom said. Quon recognized his student’s pride. “This morning, I managed my first split.”

Quon nodded, pleased at his apprentice’s progress. Of course, he would have to destroy that pride before it became arrogance. “Wizard Criv, would you agree this apprentice is worthy of elevation to a brown-sash?”

“I would, Zenii.”

“Good.” Quon floated over to Nilom to clasp arms. Criv did the same. “In a couple of days, I will officially elevate you to brown-sash. And Wizard Criv will help you make a suitable wand for your d’dec.”

After dismissing Nilom to begin the morning’s training, Quon told Criv to make a plan for training the three brown-sashes. “I will train Apprentice Nilom for the green-sash. Let us see if you can bring one to the double split before Nilom.”
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thirty-five
Brigands


After two tranquil days at the farm, Preem enjoyed this morning’s sun on his uncovered face. Nearby, he heard the rhythmic rasp as Gerond ran his whetting stone over a scythe blade, while behind, in the kitchen, he sensed Morina pounding the dough for the oven. In the distance, beyond the barn, he felt Sarn’s magic, practicing with his Zenii. Neither of the elderly farmers knew they had two powerful wizards resting at their farm.

But the serene surroundings couldn’t break through Preem’s concerns that his plans for Lowmouth were flawed. After six years of isolation, were his magical skills enough to turn this war in Otanic’s favor when it started. As his body enjoyed the sun, his mind fought against his doubts. Finally, he pushed his skepticism aside. Experience taught him to enjoy life in little packets.

He heard horses before anyone else, using his d’dec to perceive who approached the farm. “Gerond, three men are riding here,” he called out to the barn, where Gerond sharpened his tools. “The Gods have given this blind man excellent ears.”

As the farmer walked from the barn, the horsemen entered the yard. Morina stood in the kitchen’s doorway, cleaning her hands on her apron. Preem remained in his seat near the bottom of the stairs leading to the porch. Each rider carried a short cutlass at their hip, a weapon for hacking their opponents from close-in.

Two of the men stopped their horses by the porch stairs. The third checked the barn.

We have visitors, Preem sent to Ibun. Find a hidden place to watch.

Yes, Zenii.

“We’re poor farmers,” Gerond said. “We’ve nothing left to steal.”

“You still have your lives,” the leader said. He stared at Preem, sitting on the bottom step. “What’s this? You have a protector now?”

“A visitor, sir,” Preem said, hoping to avoid a confrontation.

“A blind man! Well, the Gods are smiling on poor old Samin today,” the leader said. “You’d best have the tax for your life. Else, we’ll cure your blindness permanently.”

Preem knew these men wouldn’t leave until they had taken more from Gerond. So, he would pull their focus onto him. “What have these farmers done to you that you would pray on them. You can well feed yourselves.”

“Ha!” Samin called down from his horse. “We are the fox and you the hare. Do you think the fox cares about the hare? No, the fox just eats the hare. We’ll teach you the way of the world, blind man.” The leader dismounted.

“Leave him alone!” Gerond said.

To Preem’s dismay, the old farmer tried to block the leader’s way. He carried the scythe he was sharpening. Samin drew his short cutlass to strike Gerond. Preem jumped to ‘accidentally’ crash into the bully. He used a gripping fist to force the sword from the man’s hand. They both fell in a heap by the steps. In the cloud of dust stirred by their falling, Preem sent a broad magical fist to knock Gerond over so he couldn’t join the fight.

The brigand leader was up in a second, delivering a vicious kick to Preem’s ribs. The other two riders laughed as Samin stomped on Preem’s head before giving more kicks to his body. He lay in the dust cloud kicked up by Samin’s actions until the brigand tired. As Samin squatted beside the wizard’s still form, he removed his purse.

After hefting the prize to judge its weight, the leader said, “Let’s be on our way.” He kicked Preem’s head once again before picking up his cutlass. “Next time we come, you’d best have another blind man with money; otherwise, it’ll be your lives we take, old man.” Samin mounted his horse.

As the horses rode away, Gerond knelt beside Preem. Morina hurried down the porch steps. Together, they turned Preem’s still body over onto its back. Morina let out a cry of anguish. Ibun stayed behind the barn with Sarn, keeping hidden as the riders trotted away. Soon, only their dust cloud hung in the air to show which way they had gone.

“Why?” Gerond said over Preem’s body. “You were a decent man.”

“I’ll be fine,” Preem whispered. “Are the brigands gone?”

A shocked Gerond claimed the brigands were out of sight. Preem sat up.

“I thought he’d killed you for sure,” Gerond said. “How can you be fine? The bastard must have broken your ribs, not to mention your head.”

“His kicks weren’t so bad. He must be weak,” Preem said, smiling to allay Morina’s fears. Of course, he didn’t admit to using his magic to absorb the blows, so Samin never suspected he was being fooled.

“And he took all your money,” Morina said. “I hate these men. Whatever happened to Jongiloc pride?”

Preem’s purse had several Otanic silver crowns in it. “I don’t mind lending them money for a bit. Let them think they beat us for now.”

“I don’t understand,” Gerond said.

“We need horses,” Preem said. He reached out to track the riders. “Well, three are heading north.”

Preem sent a message to Ibun through his d‘dec, Follow them. When they are in a quiet area, kill them. Bring their horses back along with their money.

Yes, Zenii.

He didn’t add the unneeded detail that Ibun was to leave no trace of the three brigands. Ibun left with his apprentice, Sarn. It would be the boy’s first time seeing a wizard’s true power. Ibun ran north until he could fly without Gerond or Morina seeing him.

Preem let Gerond help him sit in the porch chair. Morina fussed over him, bringing him water to drink. “At least the bruises won’t show,” Preem joked.

Thirty minutes later, Ibun returned, riding one horse with Sarn on another. Gerond just stared. Morina was more practical, hurrying to see if they were hurt. She realized something mysterious happened that she could never understand. So, she accepted it.

That evening, by the well, Ibun reviewed the ambush’s details. After flying ahead of them, he stood in a field beside the road as the brigands reached him. They veered into his field to surround him with their cutlasses drawn.

“It amazed me, Uncle,” Sarn interrupted. “Zenii made the ground around us lift into the air. Dirt was flying as the horses stumbled over.”

I practiced my new technique.

Indeed. You found an excellent chance to do so, Preem replied.

“I sent a d’sur fist to hit the man who was the leader,” Sarn continued. “I wish I could have killed him for what he did to you, Uncle.”

Preem was about to chastise his nephew for showing indifference to human life. But Ibun spoke first.

“Apprentice Sarn, as wizards, we sometimes use our powers to kill people. We can never be casual about it. We pray for the wisdom to do it when the kingdom needs it most.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

“I regret that these men’s actions necessitated their deaths at my hand. Only the Gods know if I’m correct.”

Preem wondered when he gave a comparable speech to Ibun. The words sounded similar, as if he was observing a younger Grand Wizard Preem. Was it enough to settle his own doubts? He trusted his own judgment again, though it seemed tenuous.
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thirty-six
First Lesson


Criv sat in his dormitory room, watching the Academy students do their morning exercises with Nilom leading them. This was their second day with four practice wands, but for now they were running to build their stamina.

Criv’s room was in the building reserved for those apprentices who wore green or blue sashes. He was the sole occupant, which could soon change. As junior sashes ran around the first dormitory, he let his mind wander. Being the only green-sash meant he got all the special missions from Quon. That wasn’t always good, so a second apprentice wearing the green sash meant Quon could give some mundane tasks to them.

When the boys returned from their run, they formed a line facing Nilom, who stood on the Academy Hall’s steps. The smallest pupil wasn’t wearing his sash. Criv walked outside to join them.

“Novice Amiil, where’s your red sash?” Criv said as he approached the group. At fourteen, Amiil was the shortest boy. He was also the newest student.

“I tripped over it. It’s too big on me when I’m running, Zenii.”

“I’m not Zenii!” Criv said. He joined Nilom on the steps. “Novices do not have a Zenii until we promote them to yellow. When that happens, if it happens, you will call Grand Wizard Quon your Zenii, as do we all. You will not disrespect the count by calling me Zenii, is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, put your red sash on. Don’t let me catch you without it again.” Criv turned to Nilom to whisper conspiratorially, “Some of these boys are children still.” Nilom smiled but said nothing. Turning back to the five boys standing before him, Criv announced they would study in their rooms. In one hand, they were to assemble here for their practical lessons with Apprentice Nilom.

Once alone, Criv waved Nilom to follow him into the main building.

“Have you ever toured the Academy’s library,” Criv asked as they strolled across the stone floor with the Count of Broditch insignia as a mosaic in the center.

“Zenii showed it to me two days ago.”

Criv felt a pang of jealousy, which he knew was silly. “Well, as a brown-sash, you can enter it by yourself now.” Criv used a small gripping fist to trip the spring-loaded latch that was ten feet off the floor before using another fist to release the lower latch. This two-fist requirement made the room inaccessible to yellow-sashes.

Criv walked the length of the library, stopping in front of a carved length of wood shaped like a snake wriggling across the ground. “The tarner of the abomination of abominations,” Criv said. “The d’dec that was once imprisoned in its top is now in my tarner.” Criv tapped the tip of his tarner carved into the shape of a weaver’s shuttle. “People called her the Green Wizard, though I prefer the Bitch Witch. What do you notice about the length of her tarner?”

Nilom stepped further away before replying, “It’s longer than yours, Wizard Criv. Does that mean she wasn’t as strong?”

“She was weaker. But that isn’t the reason. She needed extra length to find the power to execute the second split. People say she wasn’t tall enough to use a normal-length tarner. It’s an important consideration when trying to split the d’sur fist into four parts.”

Nilom spread his arms to judge the length of the snake-shaped tarner. “It’s four feet,” he announced.

Criv pointed to a battered, seven-foot length of carved wood hanging beside the tarner. “The mastyon of Otanic’s last grand wizard, which is now a trophy of our beloved Zenii.”

“It’s very ornate,” Nilom said. “Zenii warned me not to reach out to it.”

Criv ignored Nilom’s comment, wanting to show off his own understanding of the Bone Crusher’s staff. “Inside this mastyon, Grand Wizard Preem’s d’dec still pushes out its d’sur waves. But you must not try to enter its darkness. To do so is death. For the last owner set a powerful contamination that even Zenii could not break.”

“I will not attempt it,” Nilom replied humbly.

“Good. Because one student tried. We buried him the next day.” Criv put his arm around Nilom’s shoulder, steering him to a wooden chest. Inside were over two dozen wands of varying lengths and types of wood. “Pick one as your wand.” Nilom ran his hand through the loose pile of wands. Some were rare hardwood, while they made a few longer wands from a common pine branch. Nilom picked the longest with the roughest wood. “Appropriate choice,” Criv said.

“Thank you.”

“Your d’dec.” Criv held out his hand, so Nilom placed his blueberry-sized stone in Criv’s palm. As he worked the d’dec into the wand’s wood fibers at its tip, he said, “You are young, Apprentice Nilom. Zenii will teach you himself. I expect you will learn the double split to fly before the other browns. Sosin is lazy, Amren is stupid, while Dlaan has outgrown his own dexterity. The boy’s a clumsy oaf.”

“Yes, Wizard Criv.” Criv smiled at Nilom’s uncertainty about how to take this frank assessment of the other brown-sashes.

“But I must warn you that Zenii is a demanding teacher. He expects his students to use all their capabilities at every opportunity. Work hard to reach green-sash, or he will punish you for being lazy,” Criv said. “When is your seventeenth birthday?”

“In two months.”

“Then that is your target. It should be a quick transition from brown to green for a capable wizard.” Once Criv completed the wand, he handed it to Nilom. “Follow me,” Criv said. He strode out of the library with the young man close on his heels.

At the Broditch emblem embedded into the marble floor, he turned to face Nilom. “Now for your practical lesson for today. You are to attack me with everything you can muster. Every trick you know. You must defeat my defense.”

Criv sat cross-legged on the mosaic, as Nilom took up a fighting stance. Then he threw a d’sur fist at Criv’s head with a second one at his chest. Criv swatted both aside. Two spearpoints failed to break through. A spearpoint plus a lifting hand were neutralized.

Meanwhile, with these double attacks, Nilom had no shield to defend himself. Criv let Nilom throw different combinations at him for twenty seconds. Then he sent two fast d’sur fists; one into Nilom’s stomach, the other somewhere far more tender. Nilom collapsed to the stone floor with a strangled gasp. Criv gripped Nilom’s wand to yank it from his hand.

Wizard Criv sat stoically, waiting for Apprentice Nilom to recover enough to sit up. When he did, Criv said, “I could have killed you in a few seconds. Zenii could kill us both in less than a heartbeat. Remember this first lesson as a brown-sash. Get stronger to acquire this much power.”

“Yes, Wizard Criv,” Nilom wheezed.

Criv watched the baby-faced boy take deep breaths. He remembered this same instruction from Zenii years ago. It had pounded a new reality into him. “Come, get up now. Be glad it wasn’t Zenii giving you this test. I received the same beating when I made brown-sash. I thought Zenii had killed me for sure.” Nilom stood with hands on hips as he stretched back to pull air into his lungs. Criv returned his wand, saying, “When you are a green-sash, Zenii will send you on missions. Some of which are humdrum. But some tasks will involve killing people.”

“I can’t imagine killing anyone,” Nilom replied.

“It’s not so bad,” Criv said. “In fact, you may come to like it. Especially girls. After all, they’re weak. Remember what happened to Sosin’s wife. Don’t fail Zenii in this matter.”

Nilom stared at Criv as he asked, “Have you ever killed a girl?”

“I killed a little girl only a short while ago. The girl’s name was Jarlina; she was part of the rebels,” Criv replied. After a fortnight, he no longer regretted her death. He thought back over the years since becoming the first yellow-sash. “I recall killing a young teenager years ago. She was an abomination, so I paid the marriage contract before slitting her throat.”

“Do you remember her name, too?”

The strange question puzzled Criv. “No. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to bury her with a marker anyway. She was inconsequential, which is what you must accept. Kill them quickly to get it over with, then move on.”

Nilom appeared angry at the prospect of killing girls, so Criv changed the subject. He asked Nilom about his training plans with the extra wands the Academy had. Nilom described his approach. Criv liked the boy’s ideas. Despite Nilom’s reaction to fulfilling Zenii’s demands, Criv appreciated the quickness of his mind.

When Nilom finished describing his new training regime, Criv told him to begin the practical lessons for the morning. Outside, he found the students waiting for them. Criv turned to Nilom, telling him to start the practice.

“I want the yellows to form pairs,” Nilom commanded. “I’ll pair with Ginim. Find a gap to battle in. Fists, lifting hands, or shields only. No spearpoints. Try to dump your opponent three times to win.”

Nilom walked forty feet away, signaling Ginim to join him. They faced each other. Nearby, fifteen-year-old Egrup faced off with Krillip, who was the same age. The young yellow-sashes held their wands two feet from their heads as they began throwing fists at each other. Criv noted their tentative magic, knowing it would improve with this type of practice. He resisted telling them to go faster because the adage about a single lord also applied to training.

When one red-sash got too close, a deflected d’sur fist struck him. Criv laughed. “You should stay back, but observe as you’ll participate in a few weeks.”

Criv meandered over to where Nilom fought with Ginim. Nilom kept his new wand in his belt while Ginim held his in his hand. Criv saw the fist Nilom threw, which Ginim deflected. Then, in a flash, Nilom slid a lifting hand under Ginim’s shield, dumping him on his rump.

“Up,” Nilom called. “Now, attack me.”

Ginim threw his own fist. Nilom blocked it before turning his shield into a fist to dump Ginim again. Nilom only used one fist, though he could have won easier by using both. Criv thought about this for a second. Deep down, he realized Nilom should use both, but he said nothing.
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thirty-seven
Lastin at Last


Brodia stood at the forest’s edge, gazing over the farmland before her. It had taken a fortnight of slogging through the northern foothills to reach this point. She had eschewed using magic beyond the northern limit of the mountains that concealed her magic.

Beside her, Azaly put Tresela down so the little girl could run to the wooden fence to watch the animals grazing nearby. “Look, Mama. What are these?”

“Goats, honey.” As she said this, Brodia realized her young daughter had much to learn about life outside of the Green Valley.

Tresela began climbing the wooden rail fence. “Can I play with them?”

“No. They’ll butt you,” Brodia cautioned her child, but Tresela continued to squeeze through the fence. “I’ve warned you. It will hurt.” The five-year-old climbed back with a sour look, bringing a broad smile from Brodia.

Off in the distance, she spotted a low farmhouse with a small barn where she can buy food and discover where they are.

“Are we in Harpin?” Azaly asked. Her city upbringing didn’t prepare her either.

“No. We should be near Lastin village, five leagues south of the border. But this area, North of the Western Mountains, is known for its independence from Kefnu. I doubt it has changed much with the Harpinians. We must be careful here. The Daffodils treat this as their homeland. Or at least they did six years ago.”

After landing in the thickly forested northern foothills, they had walked north because flying this close to the border wouldn’t be wise. Over the next few weeks, she planned to take her group along the Harpinian roads to Broditch. This was her ultimate goal, which required a ghost-like approach.

Each night in the woods, she trained hard for this chance, working on her ability to search for other d’decs. By now, her range exceeded a hundred leagues. During those same campfire evenings, Azaly strengthened her magic. She could push or pull a heavy stone several paces. Soon it would be time to develop the gripping fist. Could Brodia risk continuing that training as they approached the lair of Harpin’s grand wizard? Even practicing in the foothills unnerved her despite being careful to prevent the vertical d’sur waves. How confident was she that Quon couldn’t detect her horizontal waves?

Putting aside her fears, Brodia said, “C’mon, let’s go.” She led the way along the fence line to a small cart track that served the farmhouse two hundred paces away.

The farmer’s wife was friendly, agreeing to let them stay the night in their barn. When the farmer came home, he was helpful too, though his wife didn’t like how welcoming he was toward Azaly.

That night, after a pleasant meal of smoked ham with squash, Brodia settled to begin Azaly’s work in the barn. Tresela’s d’dec remained snuffed out, along with Brodia’s supreme d’dec. While Azaly trained, Brodia stayed inside Azaly’s d’dec to prevent vertical d’sur waves. Hopefully, there was little risk of Quon detecting them, but much may have changed in six years of isolation.

Azaly moved a large stone twenty paces across the barn’s hard-packed floor with an inch-wide d’sur fist. After pushing the stone away, she turned her simple fist to pull the stone back. Her learning speed impressed Brodia; she had a sound mind, but her ability to acquire each technique still amazed her.

“I want you to practice a new technique called a gripping fist,” Brodia said. Azaly nodded, placing the large stone in front of her. “You start by bending a narrow fist into a ‘C’ shape. Then, you can close the ‘C’ around what you want to hold. But it takes a delicate touch.”

Inside Azaly’s d’dec, Brodia saw Azaly wrap her arm around the imaginary stone, forming the ‘C’ in a second. That was quick. Then she positioned the ‘C’ over the large stone, squeezing the ‘C’ until she could pick the stone up. That was way too fast! Brodia glanced at Tresela, who was scratching her letters in the dirt.

“Tresela!” The girl looked up from her homework. “Are you teaching Azaly? What did I tell you?”

“Az wanted to know,” Tresela said, her face a perfect mask of innocence.

“This isn’t a game, you two. You must learn the right way.”

“But our enemy is here now,” Azaly responded. “You once told me that Preem said girls will do things differently.”

“Don’t use his real name. And yes, he said that. But there are traditions.” Even as the words left her mouth, she realized she was mimicking Preem’s teaching from years ago, but was this the way to develop a modern wizard? Maybe her precocious little daughter was a sign from the Gods to change how wizards learned.
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The next morning, after bread and cheese for breakfast, the farmer’s wife pointed the way to Lastin Road. By midmorning, Brodia was striding into the village with Tresela riding on her shoulders.

The settlement was a mirror version of Twin Rocks. The wooden houses were painted red or brown, with some muted greens. Colors of the soil. Brodia stood outside the village’s single tavern, staring at its shingle above the two dark brown doors. It depicted a young woman in trousers with black hair tied to a stake on a pyre of wood. The artist had shown her hands tied behind her. Under the image, scrawled in green script, was the tavern’s name, Bitch’s Fire. Something familiar about the scene piqued her interest.

“Do you have a room available?” she asked the innkeeper who was cleaning the tables.

“Yes, ma’am, you can have the wand room for half a crown.”

“Good. Can we go up now?” The innkeeper nodded, so Brodia placed two quarters on his bar.

In the cramped room with a green wand painted on its door, she relaxed on its bed while Azaly lounged on the chair.

But Tresela had energy left to burn as she skipped around the bed. “Can I go outside?” she asked.

Brodia glanced up, deciding it would be nice to have some alone time without her persistent daughter. “Wash your face first. Then go walking with Azaly.”

Alone at last, Brodia continued to relax. After a nap, she went to gather local news from the innkeeper before she blundered into a mistake.

“Why isn’t the pyre alight?” she asked, standing at the bar.

The barman rearranged tankards under his bar, which resembled busy work to her. “Ma’am?”

She leaned her elbows on the bar’s wooden plank to stare at the barman’s hunched back. “Why isn’t the pyre alight under the witch on your shingle? After all, the name is the Bitch’s Fire, right?”

“The story goes that Harpin was to burn the Bitch Witch near here when men comes to rescue her.”

Now she knew the name’s origins, but she couldn’t resist digging into the tale behind the shingle. “There’s an actual myth behind the painting?”

“Not a myth, ma’am.” The innkeeper stood to face her. “From many years ago. Harpinian soldiers caught the Green Wizard south of here. They was about to burn her when a Brotherhood band killed the troops to frees her.”

The lies in his story annoyed her, but all she said was, “Wasn’t the Green Wizard too strong for mere soldiers.”

“’Twas before she was the Green Wizard. She be just an apprentice then. If them Brotherhood men hadn’t seen her, we’d never have the Green Wizard.”

“Interesting fable,” Brodia said. “Is the Brotherhood Against Wizardry still strong in Lastin?”

“Yes, ma’am. But they’s not call themselves that no more. They’re just the Brotherhood now.”

“Still dress the same, with yellow smocks?” He nodded. “Do people still call them Daffodils?”

He shook his head. “I wouldn’t be calling them that, ma’am. There be many of ‘em hereabouts. They be coming to meet with their great general who’s camped nearby.”

Brodia ordered a red wine while she chatted with the kindly innkeeper, gathering information about the Brotherhood. She discovered the great general was called The Bear. The Brotherhood was assembling to pay respect to this new general. The innkeeper was in awe of the general, though he’d never seen him. But all the Brothers talked about a giant man who towered above others.

“There are many big men,” she said after listening to his story. “Why was this one called the Bear?”

“They say he killed a bear single-handed when he was still a boy,” The innkeeper replied. “Ran into it on a path in the forest. When the bear attacked, the boy slew it with his massive knife.” He leaned forward to whisper, “Some say he’s got magic.”

“Thank you,” she said after finishing her wine.
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thirty-eight
Moving on


Everyone was busy over the next three days at the farm. Preem worked with Ibun to repair or replace the harnesses to pull the wagon. It surprised Preem at how much he enjoyed working with leather once again. Ibun assigned Sarn to help Gerond with the fieldwork. Meanwhile, Morina packed some items from the house.

Ibun had found twenty-seven crowns on the bodies of the three brigands. Preem would keep the five Otanic coins from his purse but give the rest to the old couple.

Once the wagon tackle was ready, Preem made himself a leather hat with an extra wide brim to shade his eyes. People may wonder how he saw things, but they shouldn’t think he was blind. The brigand leader wasn’t interested in Preem’s blindness, so the search for him might not have reached Lowmouth. Then he remembered Colonel Kloman, who was sure to raise the need to arrest all blind men.

At the end of the three days, Gerond and Morina were ready. They gifted their few animals to their neighbor on the understanding that if they returned, then they could take them back. Preem gave the old couple the time to say their goodbyes to the farmhouse. At last, they climbed onto the wagon. Preem sat on the front bench with Gerond, who held the reins. Sarn perched on the sacks of clothes in the wagon’s bed, chatting with Morina. Ibun rode the third horse.

Gerond called out, “Walk on,” to his horses before the motley group left the farmyard on the trek to Lowmouth. Preem let his senses drift one last time over the white-stoned well as they left. If his heart ever had a home, that white well was it. It invoked memories of sitting with Brodia as they won over Yarin’s d’dec. He realized now that she was already pregnant with Tresela.

He also thought about his concerns over what would happen in Lowmouth. Preem knew he needed a distraction like making the leather harnesses. Teaching Sarn would be a diversion, but he couldn’t violate the wizard law over having one lord. He would need to find a different cause to bury his doubts under.
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thirty-nine
Hard Lesson


Criv sat in his small room in the Academy Hall, making plans for training the city-bound brown-sashes. Nilom remained an unofficial brown-sash until Zenii promoted him before the junior students. It surprised Criv that Quon hadn’t made it official yet. Two days had already passed since Criv gave Nilom his first lesson as a brown-sash.

As he thought about each apprentice, he saw their individual weaknesses. Dlaan was the eldest of the browns. The boy was clumsy, having outgrown his coordination. His speed with the d’dec remained promising. Criv would work on Dlaan’s distance from the d’dec. Criv considered him the best prospect to reach green-sash before Nilom.

Sosin was the newest brown, but he remained lazy, especially after the death of his wife. A more rigorous schedule should bring him out of his magic malaise. The last brown-sash was Amren, stationed in Lowmouth. That smelly city was perfect for Amren, whose brain never entirely developed. Amren may make green-sash one day, but he’d never reach blue. Criv decided on developing Amren into a wizard that could deliver shock and awe with mighty d’sur fists to destroy things or people.

Soon after completing his notes in the green journal, Zenii entered unannounced. Criv was familiar with Quon’s habit of surprising his apprentices, so he was unfazed.

“The others are training outside,” Quon said. “We will join them in a moment to award Nilom his brown sash. Meanwhile, I have a new assignment for you.”

Criv listened as Quon described strange interferences he detected in the northern foothills of the Western Mountains near Lastin. The disturbances were so frail that Quon questioned if they were real, so he ordered Criv to fly along the border south of Harpin City to search for any disturbances from a closer range. “It will also help you strengthen your ability to find another d’dec,” Quon added.

Criv liked the new orders, as teaching was never something he enjoyed. Quon told him in the past that Lihan wasn’t an accomplished wizard, so he didn’t fear meeting the coward. Quon floated out from the hall into the later morning sunshine. Criv walked beside him.

The students were training in the open area before the broad steps into the Academy’s hall. Each of the reds was marching around the dormitory to build their stamina. Meanwhile, the yellows practiced switching from lifting-hands to gripping fists. Nilom directed them from the bottom step.

Criv watched the juniors. Ginim was the quickest, but then he was the eldest by two years. Egrup had the most potential of the younger yellows. The gangly boy was distinctive with his red hair and large freckles that swarmed over his face like spring blossoms floating on a pond.

“A capable wizard can move between techniques in less than a second,” Nilom said, extolling them to go faster.

Quon called a halt to the practice. The students lined up in order of seniority. As the longest-serving yellow-sash, Ginim stood in the senior position. Criv walked down the steps, taking the last position on Ginim’s right as Quon’s first apprentice.

“I’m glad to see our new d’decs are being put to good use,” Quon said as he floated a foot above the steps. “Wizard Criv, please join me as the yellow-sashes demonstrate what they have learned in the past two days.”

As Criv rejoined his Zenii, he decided on a simple competition to show the relative strengths of the apprentices. “The yellows will form pairs, Nilom against Ergup and Ginim against Krillip.” Criv waited for the yellows to find space. “The first to knock over their opponent three times will advance.” He glanced at Quon, who gave a slight nod. “The winners will battle to decide the champion. Begin now,” Criv said.

“I see, you’ve been reading your history as swordsmen do this,” Quon said. “I approve of the idea.”

Criv enjoyed the rare compliment. Later, he would admit to the part that Nilom’s ideas played in the demonstration.

The fights soon ended when Nilom dumped his young opponent three times in under a minute, with most of that time spent waiting for Egrup to dust himself off. Krillip fared no better against Ginim. Criv expected no less. The quick defeats ensured the two junior yellow-sashes knew they had much to learn.

Nilom now faced Ginim. Once again, Nilom looked relaxed, while Ginim appeared nervous. Ginim attacked first, as Nilom defended with a single shield; he didn’t use a split fist to attack as he defended. In Criv’s opinion, this was a mistake. Nilom let Ginim strike twice more. Then, he changed his shield to a lifting hand to flip Ginim. In the next round, Nilom sent his fist faster than Ginim to knock him down again.

Ginim took Nilom by surprise by attacking from the dirt. As Nilom got up, Ginim attacked again, but Nilom was ready. He blocked the attack before pressing his own attack, pounding his single d’sur fist against Ginim’s shield without giving him a chance to counter. Then, a quick flip sent Ginim into the dirt for a third time.

“Very good, Apprentice Nilom,” Zenii said as Nilom helped his friend back up. “But tell me. Why did you only use the one weapon? You can split the fist now; surely that would be better.”

“Zenii, I didn’t want to take an unfair advantage.”

“Ah. You didn’t want to bruise your friend’s ego. But in this fight, your friend is your enemy. Is that not so?” Zenii said. “DEFEND YOURSELF!”

Criv saw Zenii send a simple fist to knock Nilom down. Nilom deflected it. Then more fists came, pouring out from Zenii’s riding crop mastyon, forcing Nilom to defend in desperation. But Criv recognized Zenii was attacking slow enough for Nilom to keep pace, though Nilom’s defenses were almost breached. Then, one fast fist went straight at Nilom, passing through his shield to knock him so hard he landed five paces back.

Criv watched as Nilom pulled himself up, coughing as he tried to force air into his lungs. Life as a brown-sash was difficult.

“When you attack your opponent,” Zenii said for all the students to hear. “You will attack with everything you know.”

“Yes, Zenii,” the students replied together.

“If one of you is stronger, faster, or more capable, then use that to defeat your adversary,” Quon continued. “Then your rival must learn fast. Otherwise, they will spend their days in the dust and their evenings nursing their bruises.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

“Now, Apprentice Nilom. Step forward. You have shown grand enterprise in developing your double split. I award you the brown-sash. Wizard Criv, will you do the honors?”

Zenii handed the brown sash to Criv, who stepped behind Nilom. He removed the dusty yellow band before putting the brown sash over Nilom’s shoulder, adjusting it until it lay across his chest. “Well done,” he whispered into Nilom’s ear. “Welcome to the hardships of being a brown-sash. It won’t get easier when you reach green.”

“You may all continue your practice,” Zenii said to the students as he waved to Nilom to join him with Criv.

Criv followed Zenii into the library with a dusty Nilom tagging along behind. Zenii indicated for them to sit.

“Tomorrow, I leave for Riverend. Wizard Criv will patrol the Harpin border between the rivers while Apprentice Nilom trains the students. You may continue the battles. Try the two younger yellows against Ginim. For yourself, I want to see rapid control of both fists. Push yourself to hold off all three yellows simultaneously.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

“I sense strange things are afoot, gentlemen. We must prepare for the thunder that comes from the gathering war clouds.”
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forty
The Underground Map


In the five days since Jisana first saw Todin’s vacant vault under the abandoned tavern Last Hope, they had cleaned the cellar, though the archer did most of it. Today she hoped to finish the cleaning.

The teenager dressed in men’s clothes tapped on the door. Two taps, a pause, then three taps before a muffled voice declared, “Go away!”

She replied, “Die pigface!” Moments later, a key turned in the lock with a hollow snap. In the open doorway, Todin smiled at her.

Jisana slipped her torch into a sconce, bringing more light to the room. She glanced around. He had finished cleaning the cellar and placed a table with five wooden chairs under a torch bracket. Most of the foul smell was gone too, replaced with pine scent. “You’ve been busy overnight,” she said, admiring the den. “Where’d you get the table?”

“I found it in the kitchen, and these were the only unbroken barroom seats.” He sat at the desk while Jisana inspected the area. He was working on a large scroll of paper stretched across the table.

She continued strolling around the cellar, seeking the source of the pine aroma, without finding it.

While walking here from the Palace, she had considered the recruitment problem. If she wanted to attract rebels to her side, she needed to build a reputation, which meant doing something noteworthy. However, she could only relate to street-folk girls. A worthy source but too limited.

She joined Todin at the table, where a metal plate with a large hunk of bread sat on top of the open scroll. Peering closer at the paper, she saw a series of lines forming a grid. “What’s this?”

“I was thinking about you scratching letters on the doors in the tunnel. It’s a map of the tunnels in the city’s eighth section.”

Intrigued, she pulled the map closer. “Eighth section?”

Todin removed a smaller piece of paper from under the open scroll. “I split Kefnu into three parts, north to south and west to east. Nine sections. Then, we can map the tunnels in each section. Section one is the northwest corner, where the Keep is.”

Jisana studied the piece of paper with a crude outline of the city with lines breaking it into nine squares. “By the Gods, Todin, this is perfect. We’ll be uncatchable if we can find our way through the caverns. Have you been doing this for five days?”

“I started three days ago. It took that long for the idea’s seed to grow in my thick skull.”

She scrutinized the larger map, shaking her head at its profound simplicity. “Wonderful! With this, we’ll plan ambushes in the tunnels. No one will dare to come underground. It will be our realm under the city.”

“It was your idea. You said we should mark the tunnels.”

She smiled at how he’d turned a simple thought into a weapon. Now she could pull Harpin’s attention to Kefnu while the wizards did their magic elsewhere. “We need recruits,” she said, wondering what other ideas her bowman had.

Jisana talked about creating a reputation so rebels would come to their cause. Todin suggested she remain hidden as the leader, letting her lieutenants risk exposing themselves to the recruits. At first, she disagreed, unwilling to let others take all the risks. But when Todin proposed she take a name that invoked fear in the enemy, she saw the benefit of being that mysterious leader no one else saw. “I’ll think about an appropriate monicker,” she promised. “Perhaps one that implies I’m a man.”

“I got the clothes you wanted,” he said, dropping a wrapped package on the map.

She untied the bundle to find a grimy yellow dress with old shoes. She held the dress up and found it short but otherwise perfect. She took off her jerkin to slip the dress over her bandolier.

“I got you this too.” Todin placed a begging bowl with a cubbie on the table.

She tied a leather cord to the cubbie’s handle before looping it across her left shoulder. With some quick adjustments, she had it hanging off her right hip, buried in her dress’ folds. She slipped two of her throwing knives into her pockets. “How do I look?”

“Like a beggar.”

“Street folk,” she said. “I hated the name beggar. Do you know what the boys called girl street folk?” Todin shook his head no. “They said we were pokes because that’s all they thought about us. We named them grists because they were just grist in the wheels of life.” The pants made her hot under the dress, so she removed them, saying, “I’m going to walk the streets for a while.” She pulled off a piece of the bread sitting on the table. “A peace offering in case I need it.”

“Do you want me to accompany you?”

“No, it’ll look wrong,” she replied. “We must find individuals we can recruit to join us.”

“I’ll check if some people I know are still alive.”

“You’ve only been gone three months.”

“That’s true,” he said. “But when I left the city, the Harpin bastards began another purge.”

“I’ve been gone for six years. Anyone I knew will be dead.” She hadn’t been close friends with the street folk she knew, but it saddened her to think they were all dead by now. Even one-legged Kimia would have been hard-pressed to live through the purges. “You can escort me to the warehouse door. I’ll go up in the dark.”
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Jisana followed Todin along the tunnel. At a corner, he stopped to point at the bottom corner brick. In the torchlight, she saw letters scratched on the stone’s face. “Eight-S-two,” she read aloud.

“Section eight, tunnel two from the south. This tunnel runs west to east and is the second one numbering from the southernmost in this section.”

Jisana checked the brick’s other side. “Eight-W-four. So, section eight again, tunnel four numbering from the west. This tunnel runs north to south.” She squeezed his arm. “You’re brilliant! You should be an architect or something. Not a hunter.”

“I hated learning figures at school. Now I like it.”

“It could be the teacher’s fault, not yours.”

They were at the door with her scratch mark, ‘W1’, in the corner. He went in with her so she could find the spiral stairs. Then she was on her own, climbing until the spiral blocked his torchlight. She felt her way to the top, where she unlocked the door. The warehouse was empty, and she was in the alley in seconds.

She turned toward the Last Hope’s entrance to find a deserted street. So, she made her way onto a wider street, heading toward her old begging ground at the West Gate. As she walked along the edge of Jalian market, she passed a small beggar boy squatting by a building. She exchanged a momentary glare with the grist.

“Fuck offs, poke,” he snarled.

“Eats shit, grist,” she responded, dropping into her street talk.

Ahead, another beggar boy stood to face her. Jisana sensed a trap. She was new to them, so they wanted her gone from their patch. She expected she’d have to win some respect before she could do any recruiting.

“T’ain’t yars place,” the one ahead said.

“I’s goes where I’s likes,” she replied, going to step around him, her left hand fingered one of her knives as she rested her right thumb on the butt end of her cubbie. He reached to push her back, but she swatted his hand aside before kicking him in the knee.

“Bitch!” The boy staggered back. “Gets tha poke.”

Two more grists appeared. Jisana ran down a small alley where they couldn’t surround her. She turned. The four boys blocked the alley’s exit. They pulled their cubbies, so she lifted hers. None were as tall as her, but the odds should favor them. To build her reputation, she wouldn’t use her knives unless it became desperate.

“Ya should backs off. I’s aint scared of no four grists. I’s killed Arrox afore nows,” she said, knowing they could never afford to back down.

“Ha, ya lying bitch,” the biggest boy said. “We’s gonna hurt ya, poke. Ya comes here, this be our spots. Maybe we’s let ya live after we’s done wiv ya.”

The biggest grist swung his cubbie in a downward arc at her head. A silly move, she stepped aside to butt him in the face with the meat end of her cubbie. Two more attacked. She got one in his face as the other hit her side. Then, an upward swing got one between his legs. A blow on her cheek slammed her against the wall, but two were down, while the big one had a bloody nose.

Jisana let out a short scream as she charged the two standing grists. The shorter boy stepped back while the big one swung his cubbie. They hit each other simultaneously, except her momentum knocked the boy over. She gave him another hard tap on the head.

“Gets outta here,” she yelled at the grists lying on the ground. She kicked the slowest one to move. “Ya ain’t hurt bad yet, but I’s brain ya if’s ya don’ts gets going.”

After the grists left, she sat, leaning against the alley wall. Her right side was on fire, but with luck, they didn’t crack her ribs. Her cheek burned too. Still, she came off alright, given the odds.
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forty-one
Daffodils


After chatting with the Bitch’s Fire barkeeper, Brodia left to find her daughter, who was as bubbly as a fast stream over rocks. She gazed around the square but couldn’t spot Azaly or Tresela. Across the grassy yard was the village market. Brodia guessed her two wards would be there.

As she meandered over, she noticed several men wearing the Brotherhood’s pale yellow tunics. Did they retain the same attitude toward unaccompanied women? She should have asked the innkeeper. With a general called The Bear, she doubted their cruelty had diminished, despite what Brother Clam told her weeks ago.

She made the quick decision to risk staying two days. They needed information before moving on toward Harpin. Intelligence about this Academy of Wizards was topmost in her mind. Where was it located? Azaly could only say the Academy was somewhere in Harpin, near the Otanic border. Brodia’s first guess placed it near Harpin City, fifty leagues north of Lastin. Meanwhile, she would stay clear of the Daffodils without making it obvious she was avoiding them.

In the village bazaar, she spotted Azaly’s distinctive blond hair. Tresela held her hand. Brodia decided not to interrupt; instead, she loved every moment of her chance to watch her daughter be a person. They were at a blue stall selling men’s clothes. Tresela stretched to peer over the top of the stall. After a minute or two, Brodia detected one of the Brotherhood members studying them. She stepped back into the shadows of a yellow stall offering fresh bread.

Tresela skipped to another blue stall, with Azaly following more sedately. Her daughter pointed to the booth’s side, and Brodia felt Azaly practice her gripping fist to lift a green beret hanging on a peg. Silly girls! The Daffodil’s eyes opened wide, and he turned to hurry off toward the south. Chills ran through Brodia’s body as she watched the Daffodil disappear through the houses.

Brodia stepped up to Azaly. “Come with me now.” Not waiting for a response, she marched across the square. Azaly hurried to catch up.

Even Tresela sensed something terrible was happening. “What is it, Mama?”

“Not here.”

In the room, Brodia sat them on the bed. She was furious as she paced by the window, searching for Daffodil movement. She turned on Azaly, saying, “What did you think you were doing?”

“Zenii, what did I do wrong?”

“Don’t call me that here,” she commanded sharply. “Didn’t you see that Daffodil following you?” Both girls shook their heads. Tresela was on the verge of crying, but Brodia wasn’t about to relent. “Silly girls. You, I can understand Tresela. But you, Azaly. They have nearly killed you more than once. Haven’t you learned to look around or know who’s paying attention to you?”

“What, Mama?” Tresela’s tears flowed.

“A Daffodil was interested in you both. And when Azaly used magic to pick up that stupid beret, he noticed. He may have felt your magic, so now he’s off telling someone else that a wizard is in the village.”

“I’m sorry,” Azaly said.

“Don’t apologize, damn it! Think more, act less.”

“Should we leave?” Azaly asked.

Brodia forced herself to relax. Her mother’s instincts to protect her daughter drove her to react hastily. “No. Let’s see what they do. If we leave, it will be after midnight.”

“I killed a Daffodil once,” Azaly said. “He was leading a gang of robbers.”

“I’ve had many clashes with them when they’ve tried to burn me alive or enslave me.”

“Have you killed any, Mama?”

“We don’t talk of things like that,” Brodia told her daughter. Then added, “When I was here with Princess Foliana, I killed one to protect her. I burned a Daffodil in the face, so if he lives, he’ll bear those scars.”

“What should I do?” Azaly asked.

“That man saw you, so he’ll be seeking you. Not Tresela or I. For now, we’ll have to use you as bait to discover what they’ll do.”

Azaly smiled at that. “Good. I have my knife still.”
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That afternoon, Brodia had Azaly sit outside the tavern on the porch. Brodia played with Tresela, ready to warn of any Daffodils that came near. She communicated with Tresela through the d’dec her daughter kept in her boot’s toe.

Two men, Mama.

Brodia glanced across the plaza to see the men dressed in yellow. She spun Tresela in circles and noted the men’s progress after each turn. They walked toward the Bitch’s Pyre. The younger Daffodil was the one from the market.

“Run in front of them,” Brodia instructed her daughter.

Tresela ran across the square, smiling at the men as she passed. They didn’t smile back. Brodia thought they looked scared. She glanced around the square’s edge, finding three more Daffodil’s tracking the two men.

Move closer to Azaly, she sent to Tresela. She used Tresela’s run toward the tavern’s side to close in on the two men, who only peeked at her.

The Brothers reached the tavern to stand before Azaly, who remained seated. Brodia saw them talking as Azaly shrugged her shoulders. The older man went to grip Azaly’s arm, but she pushed him off.

Brodia needed to get involved. Watch those men across the square, she sent to Tresela. Then, stepping closer, she said, “What do you bastards want?”

“Who are you?” the older man asked, facing her.

“A friend. We travel together.” Brodia stood beside her apprentice with the two Daffodils now facing her. The younger man may be able to detect magic, so she refrained from engaging her wand.

“The Bear wants to meet her,” the younger one said. Was he senior to the older Brother?

Brodia placed her hand on Azaly’s shoulder. “And where is your general?”

“That’s none of your business,” the older one snapped.

Brodia studied his face. Although curious about this general, she would pass on any meeting. “We’re not going anywhere with you right now. Return when you have a better meeting plan.”

The men stood staring at her. She sensed the hatred behind the eyes of the older one. The young one was uncertain, saying, “The general only wants to talk.”

“The Brotherhood enslaves women,” Brodia responded. “Why should we place our lives in your hands?”

“That was in the past,” the young one said. “The general forbids any abuse of women.”

Brodia didn’t believe the Daffodil, though she heard the sincerity in his voice. They couldn’t expunge years of battling them so easily.

Then the older man mumbled, “Damn stupid doctrine.”

Brodia almost missed his words, but they made her wonder if the Brotherhood had changed. On an impulse, Brodia would risk facing this man called The Bear. He may know many vital details about the Academy of Wizards. “Like I said, give me a better plan for meeting this general of yours,” she said.

The young one whispered with his friend before saying to Brodia, “We’ll meet at Larpin’s farm. A league south of Lastin. The innkeeper can provide you directions.”

“Ten o’clock tomorrow,” Brodia stated. The younger Daffodil nodded, but the other scowled at her. They both turned to leave.

The men did not move, Mama.

Good. Let us go back to the room.

Long after everyone else was asleep, Brodia slipped off the bed to stand by the open window that overlooked the square. Prepio's full moon gave enough light for her to see a deserted plaza.

She engaged her supreme d’dec to begin her search. She pushed further across the land, using all her newly acquired range. To the north, she found a single d’dec about fifty leagues away in Harpin City. But as she pushed out further, she caught a disturbance to the northeast. At her limit was a powerful source of d’sur waves interfering with her own waves.

Taking the room’s only chair, she sat by the window to study this interference. For a hand’s movement of the Time Star, she pulled the indistinct interaction apart in her mind. Then, she discerned the multiple intrusions close together. One was more robust and familiar, like an old school friend who’s now full-grown. Brodia shut off her scan as a chill grabbed her heart. The interference came from Preem’s old d’dec sitting in the distance.

The presence of Preem’s supreme d’dec confused her. Wouldn’t Quon want to use it as his own? But whenever Quon was close to them, they hadn’t sensed this powerful d’dec. It could only mean one thing, Quon hadn’t broken the contamination since the Palace collapse. Preem’s old d’dec would still welcome her as an overlord.

Tears welled in her eyes as the find brought back memories of that day when the Palace collapsed, killing the king and her own Squirt, Roon, the One-armed Wizard. It pulled up images of her mother killed beside her little brother. Through her silent tears, she knew she had to go to Preem’s d’dec. If it still recognized her, she could claim it for her husband to fill a part of the hole in her heart.
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forty-two
Gilano


Jisana sat against the alley wall while the pain in her side subsided. Those four boys should be feeling worse. By tomorrow, every grist would know about the tall poke with a fast cubbie.

She was back on Kefnu’s streets, and her hand felt the smooth cobblestones beside her. But this time, the streets weren’t a home forced on her. She chose to be here for the Four Crowns. As she took some deep breaths, a name came to her that would instill mystery and respect for her band’s leader. She also remembered that she had already done things that should build their reputation as rebels.

Satisfied, she pushed herself upright to walk out of the alley. Her movements revealed more injuries from her fight with the grists. She flexed her left leg several times because her thigh was stiffening. One bastard must have caught her there. Outside the narrow alleyway, she decided to pass the Wizard’s Pyre on the way back to the tunnels.

She saw a street girl sitting beside the stone steps as she neared the tavern’s entrance. The girl looked about her age, wearing a faded blue dress.

The girl watched as Jisana approached. “Keeps ya walking,” she said.

“Don’ts wants na stinking spots likes this,” Jisana replied, keeping her uncompromising street folk attitude. What she couldn’t hide was her limp or the soreness in her body.

“Looks likes ya been makings troubles.”

“This ain’t nothings.” She waved her hand at her cheek, which must be changing color. “Thems grists looks worse thans me.”

“Goods fa ya.” Her words offered an opening, albeit a small one. “Ya still can’ts have me spot.”

“I’s not takes it,” Jisana asserted. “Me names Jisana.”

“Thens me names Gilano.”

When Jisana asked if she could sit, Gilano patted the spot beside her. Jisana eased her sore body down to sit cross-legged beside her. She rested her cubbie on the ground under her right knee and kept her begging bowl hidden in the folds of her dress.

“Ya’s new?” Gilano said. Jisana shook her head, saying she came from the North Gate. “Ya beens on tha street far long?” Gilano asked.

“One winter,” Jisana replied, which was enough to earn respect. Gilano had survived her second winter on Kefnu’s streets, a rare accomplishment.

After Gilano’s claim of surviving two winters, Jisana stayed quiet. She gazed at the shingle with the three wizards lying on the pyre. Of course, she’d been there, so she easily picked out the painting’s errors. Like Roon’s arm wasn’t in a sling that day.

To make conversation, she said, “Tha pictures all wrongs.”

“T’was a sads day that’s was,” Gilano said. “But hows tha pictures wrong?” Jisana described how the apprentice, called the One-Armed Wizard, didn’t have his arm in his sling when they put him on the pyre. That day’s memories almost brought on her tears. But Gilano’s following words snapped her back from her reminiscing. “Aye, his sister says tha same, don’ts she,” Gilano said.

Jisana gazed at Gilano. “Ya’s knows Azaly?” Now Gilano looked shocked as she said Azaly was gone. Jisana smiled with a slight shake of her head. “She be’s alive still.”

For a minute, the two women exchanged Azaly’s descriptions as if neither believed the other. Eventually, they accepted the truth.

“She was ta be’s a rebel. Are ya one?” Gilano asked.

Telling the truth was dangerous, so Jisana wasn’t sure how to answer. She prevaricated, saying, “What does ya think of them’s rebels?” Gilano said the rebels scared her. “Scares me toos.” Jisana said as she pulled out her piece of bread. “Wants some?”

When Gilano nodded, Jisana ripped the piece in half, offering one part to Gilano. They chewed on their bread together. Jisana kept silent, letting this street girl make the next move. She sensed Gilano was deciding.

Finally, Gilano said, “I’s says na ta Az. But nows I’s thinks I’s says yes. Ands ifs ya kills me, than I’s hopes tha Gods curses ya.”

“I’s na harms ya, Gilano,” Jisana replied. She bit another piece of bread, ruminating on what to do next. “Ifs ya wants ta join, comes with me’s now.” Jisana pushed her sore body up. Gilano stood beside her. She was shorter, but not by much. Jisana gripped her arm as a friend before starting for the warehouse tunnel entrance. Gilano followed. Soon, she stood with Gilano at the door into Last Hope’s cellar. She gave the secret knock.

Todin’s voice rang out, “Go away!”

She smiled as she responded, “Die Pigface!” Gilano had a puzzled look. “It’s our secret code,” Jisana told her, dropping the street language. Jisana led Gilano into the cellar before introducing her to Todin. As they sat at the table, Gilano stared at Todin, uncomfortable being close to a man.

“I’ve got a name,” Jisana said, wanting to ease the sudden tension in the room. “Arrox Assassin.”

Todin looked uncertain about her choice, while Gilano didn’t understand what she was talking about. So she took a moment to describe Todin’s idea that she become the mysterious rebel leader with a scary nickname.

“Are ya tha leaders than?” Gilano asked. When Todin confirmed Jisana was indeed the leader, Gilano relaxed.

“Jisana led us across the kingdom from the foothills to here,” Todin added. “With her as commander, we defeated a patrol of Harpin’s soldiers outside Widemouth. But others will think we’re weak if a woman runs us, so I say let them think it’s a man. However, you and I know it’s Jisana. I, for one, have seen enough to realize I’ll follow her to the ends of Vosj.”

Todin’s words moved her, but Jisana couldn’t let them sway her from planning for what was next. “We have to recruit more rebels,” she said. “Gilano, do you know any street folk who would join us?”

Gilano shrugged her shoulders. “I’s cans ask. But I’s not a leader. I can’t does this be myself.”

“I wasn’t a leader either until the Gods made me one,” Jisana said. “We grow to meet the role fate gives us. I’ll be with you when you ask others. However, I’ll appear as your helper, while the true leader is the Arrox Assassin.”

“Arrox Killer is a better name,” Todin said. “No one should choose their own nickname.”

Jisana smiled at her trusted lieutenant. Today, the Kefnu rebellion began. She would start finding Harpin soldiers to kill, so people took notice. Harpin City would have to pay attention, too.
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forty-three
Four Crowns


From high in the air, Quon saw the gap for the next village he would visit today. After promoting Nilom to his brown sash yesterday, Quon would dedicate today to unraveling the Prince Ricard mystery. Although he couldn’t guarantee it, the militia may have passed through one of the small villages in the eastern forest. If he found that hamlet, he would be closer to solving the riddle.

The plan to kidnap the young prince included hiding him in these woods before taking him to Broditch. However, that militia disappeared, as did a patrol of Harpin’s cavalry. Were these events related? Perhaps. He could guess what happened if he determined how long the militia were forest-bound.

Quon swept into the gap with wooden buildings near its center. First, he circled the farmlands, searching for unexpected groups of horses. After peeking inside every barn, he only found beasts needed for normal farming activities. He moved to the central cluster, taking the time for a more leisurely examination. By now, several people had stopped their work to watch his movements.

Once his search was done, Quon went to interrogate the villagers. The tavern was small, consistent with the hamlet’s size. Outside the entrance door, he saw the shingle with four silver coins painted on a green background. Ever since that green abomination, this kingdom had embraced the color green. Its use was a subtle cry for freedom. The tavern’s name was The Four Crowns. He had no comprehension of what this monicker signified.

“Welcome to Retin, my lord,” the average-sized bartender said.

“Thank you.” Quon sat at a table. No one else was in the tavern. He shouldn’t stay alone long as this rathole’s people must already realize he was here. “Please bring me red wine with bread and cheese.”

The barman hurried off to the kitchen. Through the bar, Quon saw the innkeeper’s wife slip out the kitchen’s door. When the innkeeper returned with his order, Quon found a silver Otanic crown among his Harpin ones. “Keep the change, my good man.”

“You are most gracious, my lord.”

Quon tried to gauge if the man betrayed any animosity toward him. But he seemed deferential. Quon tasted the cheese, which was average. But the red wine was unexpected. The wine in the first two villages he visited today was a typical Otanic vintage, which meant a poor, slightly acidic taste. But this red was smooth like Harpin’s vintages, though not one of the best blends.

He called the innkeeper over and tapped the wine goblet, asking, “Is this Harpinian red?”

The innkeeper hesitated before admitting it was. “I can change it for another if you wish, my lord.” The nervous barman rocked on his feet before a giant entered through the front door. This fellow was as big as the biggest King’s Guard he could recall from King Attim’s reign. The innkeeper relaxed once this colossus entered. Clearly, he was Retin’s leader.

Quon thought about just killing the man-bear to demonstrate his power. But he held off, deciding to milk as much information as possible.

Quon waved the visitor over to join them. “What’s your name?” Quon asked once the man stood by his table.

“Haam, my lord.”

“The name suits you well. Please join me for a drink of fine Harpinian red.” Quon indicated to the innkeeper to bring more wine. Haam shook his head, saying a commoner shouldn’t sit in a lord’s presence. So, this man knew court protocol. “This lord has requested you sit,” Quon said, letting his voice show a little testiness.

Haam sat, facing Quon across the table. The count placed four Harpin silver crowns on the table, saying they were payment for truthfully answered questions. “One crown for each of those on this tavern’s shingle. I expect this discussion to remain a secret between us.” Haam nodded his agreement, though Quon didn’t believe it would stay confidential for long.

Quon waited until the man had taken two sips of his wine before he began questioning him. He was surprisingly talkative, telling Quon about a patrol of Harpin’s cavalry passing through Retin a fortnight ago. Their officer gave two bottles of wine for sleeping overnight in the tavern’s barn. When Quon asked why the soldiers were here, Haam expressed ignorance, saying the soldiers stayed one night before leaving along the west track out of Retin.

“Did the officer not ask questions?” Quon asked. “Especially about some militia who deserted.”

Haam answered with ease, “Aye. They asked about four militia, though they didn’t say they were deserters. So I told them about four men who passed through a week before them. I wouldn’t have remembered them militia except the soldiers asked. I informed the officer that the militia had a small boy with them.”

“Where did the militia go?”

“Into the forest, east of here,” Haam replied. “Strange if you ask me, few people would dare those thirty-league-wide woods. I hope they aren’t lost in there, going round in circles.”

Haam’s comment would make for a plausible answer, except someone returned Prince Ricard to his mother. Quon asked more questions that Haam answered quick enough not to raise any suspicions. When he’d finished his queries about the militia or the soldiers, Quon asked one more, hoping to catch Haam off guard. “Why’s this tavern called The Four Crowns?”

Haam shrugged his shoulders before saying the militia paid four crowns for staying the night.

“Thank you, Haam. You’ve earned these crowns. Maybe you can now change the story behind the tavern’s name. Should these militia pass through again, I will reward you well for the information.”

“Aye, my lord.”

Quon finished the wine but left the food, satisfied to return to his estates in Broditch as he knew what had happened in these forests.

As he flew north, Quon ran through his conversation with Haam until he found a small hole in the man’s tale. If the village hardly noticed the militia passing through, why did they name the tavern after the four crowns paid by that militia? Then he added another gap. Would the cavalry ever give up their precious wine for lodging they could take by force? He would return to this hamlet in a week. If Haam’s story changed in the tiniest detail, Quon would pull the giant apart, one joint at a time, to get the truth.
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forty-four
The Bear


The morning sky was turning a grayish blue when Brodia heard Azaly moving around to prepare breakfast. The meeting with the general was five hands away; however, Brodia wondered about The Bear’s expectations. What could such a man seek? As one of the Defenders of Vosj, she needed to remain sharp today.

“Azaly, we’ll leave and eat on the way,” she instructed her apprentice. “Wake up, Tresela.”

They walked across the deserted village square. Despite being mid-summer, the air had a chill this early. It invigorated her. Brodia led them along the southern road toward Jopobir. She followed the innkeeper’s directions to Larpin’s farm east of this road. The Brotherhood expected her at ten. She planned to reach the location well before any early Brotherhood attendees.

She covered the league fast, with Azaly carrying Tresela all the way. Brodia was happy with the stamina her young apprentice was developing. At the farm, they slipped in through the barn’s rear, climbing into its loft. The door to the loft hoist was closed, but she watched the farmhouse through its gaps.

Some Daffodils arrived after the sun moved another hand above the eastern horizon. Two entered the barn before taking positions by the large barn doors. Other Daffodils took spots around the cottage. One hid from sight.

Another thirty minutes passed before she saw five men approach the house. They ranged from their thirties to older. One of the more seasoned Daffodils was similar in size to Haam. This must be the general, The Bear.

Outside the farmhouse door, the group stopped. It became apparent to Brodia that four men deferred to one who wasn’t the Haam-sized Daffodil. So, the general wasn’t a giant. She wondered how he got his nickname. The group moved into the building, deferring to the same Brotherhood member who appeared the youngest.

Nothing else moved beyond the watchers shifting to ease their torpid muscles. Brodia hadn’t shifted an inch and was pleased with her daughter’s discipline, developed by months of hunting in the Green Valley. Azaly lay on her stomach, spying on the men below through a gap in the floor.

Brodia decided to reveal herself, so she shuffled across the loft floor to peek over the edge. The Daffodils below jumped at the sound of her scrapping movements. “You look like a swarm of bees stung you,” she said. “Tell the General I’ll meet him here in the barn. Only two of his four lieutenants may accompany him.”

One ran out to the farmhouse as she descended the ladder. Tresela spied through the hoist door’s gaps. He went inside. Then, three minutes later, They are coming, Mama.

How many?

Three yellow men.

Brodia watched as the men entered. One was the younger Daffodil she had seen earlier. Another was the bulky older man. The giant welcomed her, offering her food.

“I’ll not play your games,” she replied. “If you wish to talk to me, I’ll only converse with the general himself.”

The bulky man betrayed himself when he glanced at the young Daffodil. The large man claimed he was the general, but she shook her head as she waited.

After a brief standoff, the younger man laughed. “I am General Traanim, leader of the Brotherhood.”

Brodia walked over to a bale of straw to sit down. The general joined her, sitting opposite. No one else sat while Azaly stayed out of sight with Tresela.

“Aren’t you too young to be the Daffodil’s general?” She heard the sudden breath intake by the Brothers standing by the barn door. But the General just smiled.

“As you know, we prefer a different name. Although young, they duly chose me to lead them in these difficult times. What brings you to this part of Otanic?”

“I’m passing through. Nothing more. But I allowed this meeting to understand your Brotherhood better,” she replied, avoiding revealing anything significant. After all, she was here to gather information, not to give it. “Do you still hate women?”

“The older ones cling to their ways. But I forbid these old practices. We have bigger things to fight now. When we’ve won, I’ll ensure those ancient habits stay forgotten.” He paused as if expecting her to say something. When she didn’t, he continued, “The same goes for magic. We had the greatest treasure, but when we lost it, we lost the kingdom. The Otanic Brotherhood is no longer against magicians or women.”

“Or woman wizards?” Brodia asked.

General Traanim ignored the question, signaling to one of his men instead. He asked Brodia, “Would you care to play a game of nanuj?” The indicated man produced a small board with a pocketful of pieces.

“The usual stakes?” she asked, accepting the challenge.

“If I win, you will tell me your name,” the General replied.

“And when you lose?” she asked with a broad smile. She felt relaxed with this easy-speaking man.

“I will answer your queries.”

Brodia accepted the stakes, though she planned to ask questions as they played. “Pick a color then,” she said. Would he be gracious and weak by picking white? Or steadfast by selecting to his advantage?

“I shall test your defense,” he said, turning the board so the red pieces were before him.

General Traanim moved his red piece, choosing an aggressive opening. Brodia began an unusual response. After several moves, the positions were even.

“Why do they call you The Bear?” she asked, moving a piece to set a trap. “Someone told me a story about a boy killing a bear.”

“When I was eleven, I encountered a bear on a forest trail. When I stood my ground, the bear retreated.”

Not precisely the innkeeper’s story, but still unusual behavior in a boy, she thought. “Brave or very foolish.”

The general leaned over the board to whisper, “In truth, I froze in fear. Such are myths started.” He moved a piece to block her trap. “Few deserve their legends.”

The general set his own trap, but she thwarted his plans, enjoying the game and company. He wore the usual Brotherhood Against Wizardry ring, depicting the three Midnight Towers trapped in a ring. “I see you have kept the anti-wizard ring. Are you sure you have given up the old stance on wizards?”

General Traanim pulled off his bronze ring to let her inspect it. “I tell the Brothers that the circle around the towers represents the wizards we lost, and it’s the Brotherhood’s mission to protect the towers until the wizards return.”

“It’s interesting how you can interpret the same symbol to mean opposite ideas,” she said, returning his ring. They played on in silence as they moved their pieces to counter each other’s schemes.

“Supposedly, there once was a great woman player,” General Traanim mentioned as he moved a red piece. “They say she’d never refuse a chance to play.”

“I overheard a similar rumor once,” Brodia responded, setting another trap that should give her a winning position toward the end. “Rumors and legends seem to abound nowadays.”

She guessed the general was in his early thirties. He made another aggressive move, as she had anticipated, creating a chance for an even removal of pieces. She started the exchange. Soon, they swapped off five pieces each, leaving the game even in pieces but not in strength of position. Brodia made the one move that would soon trap the general’s red wizard.

General Traanim studied the position for a minute before giving her a genuine smile. “It would seem you will keep your secrets,” he said. “What can I tell you about us?”

“I seek news about the Academy of Wizards,” she replied.

The Bear filled her mind with details about Quon’s Academy. He described the system of sashes and gave the name of the senior student, the Academy’s sole green-sash. She noted he didn’t know the promotion criteria between the sashes. The most important snippet of information was the Academy’s location on the grounds of the Broditch estates. When he portrayed the count as ‘stiff legs’, she laughed, saying no one got to choose their nicknames.

After the detailed Academy description, she asked a question she knew the answer to, “Are you for the freedom of Otanic?”

“I am.”

“Then we are partners. And whenever our targets are the same, I will provide whatever aid I can.”

He nodded as if understanding the power she offered. “How will I identify you in the future?”

“I will use the title ‘FC’, nothing else.”

“Go with the Gods, ma’am. It has been a pleasure to meet a legend.” Then, he glanced at the loft. “May your daughter find peace to grow into a wonderful woman like her mother.”

“Thank you, General. May the Gods favor the Brotherhood.”

The General walked out, taking his men with him. Which way are they going?

Toward the rising sun.

Good, we must skirt around the town to go north to Harpin. I found your Papa’s old d’dec last night.
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forty-five
Breaking the Siege


By the afternoon, after leaving Retin, the Count flew into his estates to check on the progress of making the special helmet. His estate’s blacksmith promised it would be ready the following day. With the recent d’sur disturbance near Lastin, the blacksmith’s news was disappointing.

Quon sat at the top of the South Tower with the map of the five kingdoms built into the floor. A quick scan of the land revealed Wizard Criv patrolling the border in the west. This time, he found no mysterious d’decs near the border. He found Dlaan’s d’dec in Harpin City as expected. He swept south, picking up Sosin’s d’dec in Kefnu and Amren’s in Lowmouth. No other d’decs. Satisfied for now, Quon relaxed for the rest of the afternoon.

After dinner, Quon retired to his room, leaving explicit instructions that no one was to wake him before noon. He had decided it would be best if he alone knew about tonight’s mission.

He woke soon after midnight and dressed in layers for a long night flight. Within minutes, he was moving due east at a leisurely pace that would get him to Riverend two hands before sunrise. When he saw the fires from Prince Katan’s besieging camps, Quon moved south to approach the castle from the southwest corner. As he predicted, the castle’s constable didn’t waste a guard on this spot that overlooked the confluence of the Jong and Poog rivers because no enemy could assault the fortress here.

Passing over the besieger’s camp, he noted the satisfying lack of progress. The prince had decided to starve the baron’s family out. No other plan had occurred to him. Quon had relied on Katan’s poor imagination to keep the stalemate until Quon was ready. He would change that at first light.

In the past, Quon was the hunter. Now, he was being hunted by Lihan with his apprentices, leaving him uncomfortable. At first, the siege’s distraction benefited his plans, but now he needed to dedicate himself to becoming the three kingdoms’ de facto leader.

But letting Katan capture the baron’s family was risky. Quon had no idea how much of his plans the now-dead baron revealed to his wife or secretary. The son had inherited the baron’s title, and Quon’s conversations with him must remain secret too. So, today, this castle would fall without leaving witnesses to his role in Prince Ricard’s kidnapping.

From just above the tower, Quon watched the guards at the castle’s only gate on the northern wall. The portcullis was down, and the massive wooden drawbridge was up. Four men moved about in the torchlight near the mechanisms to raise or lower the drawbridge and portcullis. Above them, on the ramparts, he spotted five braziers with ten armed men looking toward the besieging troops of Prince Katan. Quon flew into the prince’s camp to make a few adjustments under Prepio’s full moon.

Satisfied, he returned to the southwest tower to await the lightening sky. He didn’t sit for long. In the half-light, he began executing his plan by having a couple of besieger’s lanterns fall, setting afire the tents that kept hay for the horses. The resulting fire was bright but harmless. However, it had the cavalry troops and several scores of foot soldiers dressed for action in case this was the prelude to a castle breakout.

As the sky continued to brighten, the armed men above the gate focused on the fires in the camp below them. They all died where they stood, crumpling with a soft rattle of metal on metal. Next, Quon executed the four guards on the ground.

With the way clear, he methodically pulled up the portcullis, keeping the sound of the mechanism as low as possible. Once raised, he jammed the gears to prevent the defenders from lowering it again. Other castle guards began running across the courtyard. Quon cut the two thick ropes holding up the drawbridge, letting it fall under his control with a crash heavy enough to wake the dead.

Within a minute, the besiegers had organized enough to charge the open gateway. Quon watched the short, brutal battle from his high vantage point. The Baron’s men fought well, but the invaders overcame them in minutes. Quon saw the new baron charge from the central keep. The brave lad joined the fray with several men at his side. Quon killed the young man before they could take him prisoner.

The fighting slowed to a few isolated pockets. Most of the castle’s survivors were surrendering now. The Crown Prince was absent from the conflict. By hiding his ornate saddle, Quon had delayed the popinjay enough.

Finally, he watched cavalry troops leading the baron’s mother and young sister out of the keep with their secretary. Soldiers led them down the long stone steps. He wondered if the baron’s wife still believed Quon would protect her or if some doubt was forming in her mind. Letting her talk to Katan, even for a minute, would be dangerous. Quon tripped the two women near the top of the steps, ensuring both had broken necks when their bodies stopped rolling. He sent a spearpoint through the secretary’s neck as he rushed to aid his employers.

With his mission done, Quon lifted himself into the air while everyone focused on the dead baron’s family. He rose to over two thousand feet until he was a bird-like speck. He flew east toward Broditch and his appointment with his helmet maker.
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forty-six
A Lady Now


The day after battling the four grists, Jisana returned to the Queen’s Keep, dressed in men’s clothes, leaving her beggar outfit in the rebel headquarters. In the West Tower room, she changed into her new pink and scarlet dress, with the gap concealed in the display of red rose stems. This dress represented a part of her rebel plans, allowing her to protect the princes while appearing harmless.

Yesterday was a day to remember. The soreness she felt from fighting the four grists was more than compensated for by establishing a well-hidden headquarters, starting a tunnel map, and adding Gilano as a leader. Before leaving her room, Jisana stretched out most of her ache.

The Queen’s Guard at the palace door shook his head when he noticed her face. She wanted to glare at him but asked how she appeared instead.

“Looks like you had to fight a bear, ma’am,” he said.

She smiled, “You should see the bears.”

She hurried through the corridors, hoping to evade any contact with a noblewoman. Men she could ignore, but the women would be certain to spread unwanted gossip about her. Jisana tapped on the door to the queen’s study. With luck, she could avoid the queen as she took the princes. Sir Riman answered the door, swearing softly when he spotted her face.

“Not a word,” she said firmly.

“Not I,” he chuckled. “But Her Majesty may say something.”

She stepped into the study to usher the young boys to join her, keeping her bruised cheek turned from Queen Foliana. The queen was reading a letter by the fire, giving Jisana a chance to escape before the queen noticed.

Prince Ricard ran across the room. He stared up at her, saying, “You look funny.”

“Hush now, Highness.”

“Ha! You didn’t call me Squirrel because Mama’s here.”

“Yes, you’re very smart.” Jisana gave his hair a tussle, trying to get him out of the room with his toddling brother before Foliana said anything.

“Lady Jisana,” she said, “we wanted to have a word with you.”

“Of course, your grace.” Jisana kept her cheek turned away. To one side, she noticed Sir Riman’s smirk.

“Come now, my lady. Sit here to face us.”

She had to turn her head now. The queen gasped as Jisana sat in the chair facing her. “It looks bad, ma’am. But it isn’t.” When the queen asked what happened, Jisana replied, “Four grists, I mean beggar boys, attacked me in an alley yesterday.”

“Not while you were wearing that dress, we trust.” The Queen studied her for a second. “No, we suspect you wore those men’s clothes the guards tell us about.”

“No, ma’am. I wore a beggar’s disguise to find out news about the city, your grace.”

“You should ask Sir Riman. He knows a lot about our city. We need you as our son’s guardian, not the girl who once roamed our streets. Surely this isn’t what you returned to Kefnu for?”

“Can I speak with honesty, ma’am?” The queen nodded. But Sir Riman asked her to wait while he had the inside guard escort the boys to the antechamber. Once they were alone, Sir Riman waved Jisana to say her piece. “I came back to start a rebellion against Harpin, ma’am. When I found Prince Ricard in the forest, I realized I could ask for help from the Palace for that uprising.” She paused, peering at Riman for support, but he gave no sign. “I’ve sworn an oath to avenge the palace collapse that killed my friend Roon.”

“I see,” Foliana replied, dropping out of her royal speech. “I love my children and want to protect them. You should leave rebellions to those best equipped to run them,” she added. “What rebel qualifications do you have? Once, I thought myself one, but the realities destroyed that silly notion.”

Jisana realized this was a test of her capabilities to lead a rebellion. “I have selected a headquarters none can find, and we are mapping the caverns under Kefnu to trap Otanic’s enemies. Even a Harpinian regiment cannot dislodge us from there. Then we can appear anywhere in the city to harass or destroy our adversaries, ma’am.”

The queen glanced at Riman, who nodded his understanding of the power in a map of the tunnels.

Jisana remembered another idea that could persuade Foliana. “The rebel leader will be a mysterious figure named the Arrox Killer to instill fear. Few individuals know that person is me.”

When she peeked at Sir Riman, she found a warm smile with a gentle nod of agreement. However, he said nothing, waiting for the queen to decide.

“To hide your role better, you shall become my lady-in-waiting,” Foliana said after a few minutes of silence. “I invited you to sit because I planned to request this, but now I see it as an imperative. You can hide your true mission by being my confidant. Everyone will call you Lady Jisana of …”

She looked at Sir Riman, who adroitly added, “Of Retin, ma’am. Lady Jisana of Retin.”

Surprised, Jisana murmured, “But ma’am ... I’m no lady.”

“I decide who is a lady. As our lady-in-waiting, you will be a lady.” Foliana smiled as she added, “I carry the scar on my leg as a reminder of how foolish a queen can be. You are a rebel in more than spirit. Be my lady-in-waiting while being the insurgent I can only dream of being.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“As the rebellion’s leader, you shall be the underground instrument of our policy to weaken Harpin.”
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forty-seven
Back to Lastin


Brodia hadn’t planned on spending two nights in Lastin. But after leaving the general and returning to the Bitch’s Fire, she had detected another wizard moving at flying speed north of Lastin. The wizard, who had journeyman strength, moved east to west about five leagues to the north. She took the time to study this wizard’s movements before taking the road toward Harpin City.

After an afternoon of observation, she decided the wizard was patrolling the border with Harpin. It convinced her that flying in this region was an unacceptable risk. She should observe this wizard directly. Was he the same wizard that visited the Green Valley? If she was to believe the general, then Quon had one apprentice capable of flight. A direct examination would add to her trust in this curious general.

General Traanim left an unexpected impression on Brodia. He was the second man she met who exuded intelligence. It’s unusual in a man, she thought with a smile. She felt a need to help him wherever possible. But first, she saw a chance to verify a part of his understanding of Quon’s academy.

So, after a second night in the tavern, she set off along the Harpin City Road with Azaly piggybacking Tresela. They should reach the border that afternoon, where she can observe this flying wizard. What she didn’t know was whether she would kill this wizard. Should she weaken the enemy but reveal her presence before reaching the Broditch estates?

Brodia warned the others that a wizard was nearby, so she forbade them from using magic. Tresela said she knew about the wizard, claiming he was the one she saw flying above the foothills outside Narbend. Brodia dismissed her daughter’s overconfidence, wondering how she should explain the risk of making assumptions without evidence.

As they reached the forest north of Lastin, Azaly asked, “Is a flying wizard the same as a journeyman wizard?” When Brodia confirmed they were the same, Azaly said, “How do I become a journeyman wizard?”

“That is something far beyond your current knowledge,” Brodia replied, mimicking Preem’s response when she asked the same question as a new apprentice.

“Of course, Zenii. I was trying to compare it to the colored sashes the Harpin apprentices wear. I see the colors but don’t understand what they can do.”

Brodia recognized that knowledge about the enemy was critical, so she explained to Azaly what the different levels meant from a magical ability. She didn’t comprehend what a red sash indicated, but she guessed it meant a novice who could only push things. “The yellow can do magic but only commands a single d’sur fist. The brown can split that fist, while a green can split it twice. To fly with stability, a wizard needs four magical fists. The blue sash requires another split to make eight d’sur fists.”

“Then I am a yellow?” Azaly asked. Brodia nodded her agreement. “Is a brown stronger than a yellow?”

“It takes more power to split the fist than you have today. A wizard who wears a brown sash would kill you in a second. So, if you see one, hide. That rule applies to you too, Tresela.”

Yes, Mama.

By the noon break, they were two leagues deep into the pine forest north of Lastin. The trees shaded the day’s heat. Brodia spent a minute checking on the flying wizard, thirty leagues east of them, but heading toward where they would cross the border. She guessed he would reach Harpin City Road two hands after them. So, she ended the rest early to give her time to find a hiding place on the border.

Soon after rejoining the road, she got a message from her daughter: Mama, I hear horses.

Where?

They are coming at us, many horses moving fast.

“Azaly, get into the trees,” Brodia commanded. She picked up Tresela to carry her into the woods to a clump of bushes where they hid.

From here, she watched the road, picking up the horses moving at the trot. As they approached, she noticed the jangle of bridle bits. A small Harpin patrol of ten blue-uniformed men rode past two abreast.

Once they passed, Brodia readied to stand when more jangling sounds came from the woods behind her. She squirmed under the bushes before three more men rode past about twenty paces deeper into the trees. The patrol had outriders, making sure no one surprised them.

But why aren’t they ahead of the patrol? She thought.

Once they passed, Azaly went to get up, but Brodia pulled her back down. “Stay under cover,” she whispered. “Something else is happening here.”

What Mama?

I do not know. We will wait.

Ten minutes later, Tresela sent, More Mama. More are coming.

Soon, Brodia heard many horses before a mass of Harpin soldiers passed on horseback. These were four abreast as they kept perfect pace. She counted twenty lines, that was eighty soldiers. Harpin was moving a small regiment toward Lastin. The vanguard with outposts implied they expected trouble. Then Brodia realized they were going to engage the Brotherhood.

No matter, she was heading north to find this flying wizard. Besides, the Brotherhood was her old enemy too. They had tried to burn her alive twice when she was just an apprentice. But that general was the Brotherhood’s future, and Otanic needed all the help it could muster.

Brodia dithered for a minute, torn between competing goals. She had promised her aid if the Brotherhood’s objectives matched hers. Was this such a situation? Then she remembered Preem’s words on how things pulled him in different directions and how he trusted that unforeseen pull to change his plans. But which way was safer for Tresela? Following the enemy into a battle put them all in danger she would be hard-pressed to control.

The Bear needed her now. The journey to Broditch remained important, but she would delay it. If only she had that itch to help her decide. Worse yet, she was better as a lone wolf, while assisting the general meant joining a pack.

Brodia decided. “We must hurry back to Lastin.” Her heart stammered as she said these words. She knew she was placing Otanic’s freedom above the safety of her precious daughter.

Though she could fly to keep with the cavalry, she was wary of revealing herself with that other wizard nearby. So, they set off at the wizard’s gait, following the hoof prints in the hard-packed dirt, stepping around the many presents left by the horses.
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forty-eight
The Helm


Quon flew faster in daylight than at night. After ending the Riverend siege, he was back over his estates by mid-morning. From a massive height, he dropped too fast for anyone to see who wasn’t watching. He entered his room from his balcony before disrobing for sleep.

The count slept fitfully. Although tired, his mind would not let him find the needed peace. A doubt nagged at him. Have I killed all the witnesses?

He stayed in his bed until his butler came to get him at noon. Then he went through the regime of seeming to wake up, letting Johan draw a bath for him. To all appearances, he had spent the entire night on his estates. After a light lunch, Quon moved to his favored South Tower.

The regiment of Harpin’s cavalry would ride into Otanic tomorrow to break up the Brotherhood group. At least, that was what his orders expressed. But the move had other purposes, too. He scanned the area around Lastin. Criv was flying along the border as he expected. However, Quon searched for something more elusive. After a hand of careful study, he perceived a quiver in his d’sur waves that was so slight, it might be his imagination.

He could do nothing about the ghostly shadow from here, so he summoned his blacksmith.

“Is it finished?” Quon asked the heavyset man, appearing at the stair’s top. He carried the helmet in his hand.

“Yes, my lord.” The blacksmith placed the unusual-looking helm into Quon’s eager hands.

The helmet’s surface was smooth but dull. To the blacksmith’s surprise, Quon required no adornments on the helmet. Instead, he wanted it to appear cheap, like a foot soldier’s helm. The thin metal increased that worthless appearance. It reached the end of the wearer’s nose in the front and the nap of their neck in the back. The front had two holes for the eyes and the sides extended down to cover the ears. The blacksmith had suggested leaving a small hole for hearing, but Quon said no.

“And the special metal?” Quon asked.

“It covers the entire inside, my lord. As you requested.”

The helmet had iron cheek straps that someone could lock under the chin, making it impossible to remove. Quon was apprehensive to try it out and didn’t want to appear weak in front of this minion.

“Thank you, good sir,” he said, giving the burly man ten Harpin crowns, which was an exorbitant amount for such a helmet. “And remember. This is our secret.”

“As you command, my lord.” The smith bowed before descending the spiral stairs.

Quon waited until he saw the blacksmith far below walking along the gravel pathway toward his forge. After placing his riding crop on the table nearby, he took a deep breath before putting the helmet over his head. The sensation was instant, causing him to vomit his lunch. The whole top of the tower seemed to sway as he sat gripping the arms of his wheeled chair. He willed his conscious to endure the sensation for as long as he could, trying to reach out to his d’dec. Though he saw his riding crop through the eye holes, he didn’t sense it with his mind. The helm cut him off, leaving him nauseated.

After two minutes, he pulled it off to breathe again. His d’dec was only three feet away. He summoned Johan.

After changing him into clean clothes, Johan was reluctant to leave his liege lord. But Quon convinced him the sickness was a passing faze. His stomach had been nervous last night. Maybe he ate something disagreeable for dinner.

Alone again, Quon stared at the helmet, knowing he must test it. But could he suffer that miserable feeling once more? At least he had no lunch to throw up.

By the late afternoon, he had completed his tests. He found no gaps in the helmet’s blocking material. Exhausted from the helmet’s effect, he quickly scanned the kingdom. He was relieved to find nothing wrong. He stopped his experiments to have dinner before taking an early night. Tomorrow, he would rest as he watched to see if his ruse with the cavalry regiment flushed out Lihan. With the Gods’ favor, he may have his old apprentice in his dungeon tomorrow.

The next day was a warm summer day with no clouds. Quon spent most of the morning in his tower, scanning the area around Lastin while ruminating on his next steps. With the siege over, he planned to convince the king to let him root out the rebels, starting in Kefnu. Queen Foliana was becoming a significant problem. He sensed that she knew of his involvement in the Prince’s kidnapping. He must remove her from this game with speed and permanence.

Quon continued scanning toward Lastin all day. The search was an intense process of feeling for the slightest interference. Then, with the setting sun, everything changed.
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The Bitch’s Fire


After the first close encounter with troops trailing the main column, Brodia moved slowly through the forest, taking two hands to reach Lastin. For most of the walk, either she or Azaly carried Tresela. In the village, Brodia saw several Harpin soldiers moving around in pairs. The Bitch’s Fire innkeeper warned her that the troops were looking for The Bear.

“Do you know where he is?” she asked.

“No. But five soldiers guard the Jopobir Road, so I think the general is camped to the south.”

“Can he fight this regiment off?” The innkeeper’s sad head shake told her all she needed to know. “Where can I find Brotherhood officers?” He stared at her, shaking his head. “I met the general yesterday, and I can help.”

The man nodded, deciding to accept the risk in this desperate situation. “Go east to the light orange farmhouse. One of the leaders stays there.”

“Thank you.” Bodia hurried to take the east lane away from the village square. No soldiers guarded this narrow pathway that was easily ignored.

Half a league outside Lastin, she found a creamy orange colored farmhouse with a slate roof. She rapped on the door. “Go away!” a woman yelled.

“I’m here to help the general,” she replied. The door opened a crack, revealing the oversized man who pretended to be the bear. He recognized her too, opening the door. He wasn’t wearing the traditional yellow smock. “General Traanim’s in danger,” she said.

“Don’t you think we’re aware of that, woman!” he snapped. Then, in a normal voice, he added, “I remember you from yesterday.”

“Take me to him, I’ll help.”

“What can a woman do? Even two women and a little girl?”

She pondered his excellent question. “Do you trust your general?” Brodia asked after some thought. He nodded. “Did your general trust me?” The man nodded again. “Then trust your general’s trust in me.”

The man’s eyebrows raised as he comprehended her point. After a moment, he decided. “Come with me.”

“My name’s Tipini, what’s yours?” she asked as they left the farmhouse. Azaly carried Tresela on her shoulders.

“Captain Jaanik, ma’am.”

He led her along a small farm track south. For a hand, they passed several farmhouses. At each one, A Brother or two joined them. As the afternoon morphed into evening, they found twenty men watching a distant barn surrounded by Harpin soldiers and riders.

Jaanik asked the watchers what was happening. “The bastards have General Traanim besieged in that barn. So far, he ain’t surrendered.”

Brodia watched the static scene, waiting with the members of the Brotherhood. The only movements were some riders circling the building. She saw no activity from the barn.

Mama, what will we do?

Wait for now. When the soldiers take the general prisoner, I can free him.

The light was fading as the sun dropped to the western horizon. In the half-light, she spotted smoke rising from the barn. Then, small flames licked the base of the wooden sides.

“The fuckers are burning him out!” someone called out.

Brodia made a quick decision. She retreated from the men watching the barn smoking two hundred paces away. Azaly followed her with Tresela. Out of earshot, Brodia said, “Azaly, look after my daughter until I return. I go to rescue the general.”

I want to go too, Mama.

You must stay with Azaly. I will come back soon. I love you always.

Azaly held Tresela as Brodia formed her lifting hand. A quick glance confirmed that all the members of the Brotherhood were staring at the barn as a thickening smoke column rose into the twilight air.

Brodia lifted her flying platform straight up as fast as she could. The group of Daffodils dropped away below her. In seconds, she barely saw the knot of Brothers. She flew over to the column of smoke, using a shield to keep it off her. She dropped fast to the barn’s roof before punching a hole. Seconds later, she stood on the barn’s dirt floor with the flames climbing the sides. Twelve astonished men gazed at her.

General Traanim recovered first. “You’ve returned.”

“I must get you out of here,” she said, stating the obvious. On the ground, she saw three injured Brothers. She couldn’t take this many in one trip. “I’ll take you with half your men.”

“I’ll not leave a single companion behind,” the General said, shaking his head. “Take the wounded with as many as you can. Return for me and the others.”

“General, you must go!” several called out.

The fire had reached the top of the walls, threatening to consume the roof. She wouldn’t have time for a second trip. Everyone understood this. “Please, sir,” she said. But General Traanim shook his head. Of course, she could disable him, but that wouldn’t make him an ally.

“I once feared death, but no longer,” the General said to his men as they moved the wounded Brothers to the barn’s center.

Brodia moved to stand beside the general. “Fine words, sir,” she whispered so the others couldn’t hear. “But our duty is not to ourselves or our personal feelings. Our duty is to the realm. It needs you alive to lead your Brotherhood in a new direction.”

General Traanim gazed around him. The nearby men all urged him to leave. The fire was in the roof. “I will go with you,” he said. “But I fear I’ve left it too late.”

Brodia glanced up, following his gaze. He was right. She studied the dirt floor, looking for another way. She swept an area clear of straw. “Stand back.” She dug a deep trench into the dirt. “In there,” she instructed. They jumped in before passing in the wounded. She joined them and burrowed a narrow tunnel beyond the barn’s outside wall. By now, the flames had consumed the exterior wood. Soon, the roof would crash down on their heads. Brodia moved to pull the soil back over the trench’s top, using a broad shield to support the dirt. In the blackness, she excavated the tunnel further, angling it until she could drag in fresh air to breathe.

“We’ll wait out the fire in here. The Harpininian soldiers will think you’re all dead.”

As they waited in the dark, she heard the General give instructions to aid the wounded men. One Brother maneuvered himself until he squatted beside her.

“My name’s Captain Rolan. You don’t know me, though you may remember our last meeting. I was the one you burned with a torch,” he said. She remembered when a band of brothers tried to burn her alive seven years ago. Just as she wondered what he intended, he added, “I was mistaken that day. I hope you can forgive me for the wrong I did you.”

After a moment, she whispered, “It’s an honor to meet you. I’m glad we’ll bury our differences in this trench tonight.”

The general continued moving among his men, speaking words of encouragement. When he returned to her spot, Captain Rolan moved away. General Traanim, known as The Bear, told her, “I want to formally apologize for how we treated you here in Lastin all those years ago. The Brotherhood will always honor your help today.”

“Thank you, General.” She concentrated on sweeping fresh air through the side tunnel as she maintained the magical roof of insulating dirt.

“I believe you have changed the meaning of Bitch’s Fire,” he said. “They’ll have to repaint that shingle.” His light-hearted attitude impressed her. Here was a genuine leader with grace under pressure. However, she appreciated they were far from safe. Her d’sur waves extended straight up to maintain the ditch’s roof, creating a beacon signal to any capable wizard.

Throughout the night, she talked with Tresela through her d’dec. Her daughter told her about the fire raging above the trench. After many hands, Tresela warned her the sky was getting lighter. She said the flames had stopped, leaving only ruins blanketed in smoke. Brodia would fly the Brotherhood up through the smoke to avoid detection by the Harpinian soldiers who still surrounded the barn, according to Tresela.

I am leaving now, Brodia sent to her daughter.

With great care, she pushed the dirt roof over her tunnel, easing the larger beams aside. Then she broke through the surface to poke her head up. Something crashed down on her skull. Her world came to an abrupt end.
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Revenge’s Shadow


Mama’s gone! Tresela stared at the column of smoke, searching with her mind for her mother’s presence in the d’dec, but found nothing. If Mama slept, she would still feel her. This time, she sensed nothing. “Mama’s gone!” she cried.

“What?” Azaly sat on the grass beside her. “Has she flown out?”

“Mama’s gone,” Tresela repeated, getting up.

Mama was in that smoke seconds ago, so Tresela ran toward the dark smudge. The long grass grabbed her ankles, pulling her down. She struggled to run again before falling for a second, then a third time. But she kept getting up. She was crying now.

Halfway to the smoke, she ran better. The gray cloud hid the building that once stood there. All night she was Mama’s eyes, so she stayed awake telling Mama in her mind what the bad blue men were doing. Then nothing.

Flop! She crashed into the ground again as the meadow snagged her legs. Tears came from her eyes, and snot from her nose. She didn’t care. Up she got. Then, two hands grabbed her before she could run. Those arms lifted her high into the air.

“Stop, Tres,” a friendly voice said. “Tell me what happened.”

Tresela squirmed to get out of Azaly’s grip. “Mama’s gone. Let me go.”

“I can’t.”

“Hey you,” a deep voice called out. Tresela tried to turn her head to find the source, but Azaly held her head on Azaly’s shoulder. “What are you doing here?” the approaching voice asked.

“My niece’s pony was in the barn; she’s upset,” Azaly said after a moment. Then she whispered to Tresela, “Don’t say a word; let me do the talking.”

“I heard her say ‘Mama’ a second ago.”

Tresela hated the voice. She could use one of those spearpoints to make him stop. Azaly told her to stay silent. Was a spearpoint like making a noise?

“That’s her pony’s name, sir. ‘Mama’s Gift’ was what she named it. The fire must have burned it up, poor thing,” Azaly said after a pause.

Tresela reached with her mind into the smoke. Nothing.

“I’m sorry, little girl.” The voice spoke in a warmer tone. “But you can’t stay here. You’d best be going afore my sarge wakes up.” Tresela wanted to kill him.

“I’ll take her back to the farmhouse.”

Azaly turned, so Tresela saw the big blue man with a black beard covering his mouth. He smiled at her, so she scowled back. She made a spearpoint to slay that blue man.

“Don’t,” Azaly whispered. So Tresela dissolved her weapon.

Beyond the soldier, Tresela saw the thick smoke that remained dark. Azaly walked fast across the grass, leaving the mean man behind. Soon, they were beyond the house. Azaly sat, plonking Tresela on her lap while she rested her back against the farmhouse’s wall.

Tresela started crying again. Azaly held her tight as she dampened Azaly’s shirt. It took forever for her tears to stop, but stop they did. Azaly asked her what happened.

Tresela said she talked with Mama to describe what the blue men did. Mama said she was safely buried under the fire with the yellow men. She promised to come out in the morning while the smoke still hid them. When Mama said she was coming out, she vanished.

“What does that mean?” Azaly asked.

“Mama’s mind was gone. I wasn’t in her stone.” Tresela didn’t think she had any water left for tears. But the words made her cry again.

Azaly rocked her. “Maybe your Mama flew away through the smoke.”

However, Tresela knew something else happened because she would sense Mama flying even if she couldn’t see her. So, she shook her head.

“Is Mama’s d’dec still in the barn?” Azaly asked.

Tresela wriggled out of Azaly’s arms to run out from the farmhouse. With a clear view of the smoldering barn, she searched for Mama’s stone. Azaly squatted beside her, holding her from running to the smoke. “Mama’s stone is gone,” Tresela said.

“Oh, Tres. Did she die?”

Tresela didn’t want to think that. She’d seen creatures die in the Green Valley and when Mama killed those Harpin soldiers. She knew that meant they couldn’t come back. Surely not Mama. Surely Mama was alright, just sleeping. But she felt Mama’s mind even when she slept. Now there was nothing. Reaching as far as she could, she searched for Mama’s stone. But it had disappeared.

Then the tears began again. She sobbed, believing Mama was gone forever. Azaly pulled her into her lap, and they wept in the long grass. At some point, Tresela drifted into sleep.
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When she half-woke, the sky was bright, and she was in Azaly’s arms as she walked along a road. Tresela wrapped her arms around Azaly’s neck. In the distance, she spotted smoke rising.

“Are we going to Mama?” she asked, thinking it was a mean dream.

“I’ll take you to the tavern.”

Tresela drifted back asleep, dreaming of her Mama. Maybe she was waiting at the inn.

She slid in and out of sleep as Azaly’s walking rhythm comforted her. Tresela tried not to think of Mama, but the more she tried, the more Mama’s face filled her thoughts.

When Azaly slowed, Tresela came half-awake.

“Two soldiers,” Azaly whispered. “Let me do the talking.”

The little girl turned her head in the direction Azaly walked. Ahead were two tall men dressed in blue. Both carried lances pointing to the sky. Beyond the soldiers, the road bent around a barn. Tresela saw no one else.

“Hold on, miss,” one soldier said gruffly. “Who are you? And where are you going?”

“I’m taking my niece back home.”

Tresela squirmed for Azaly to put her down. She gazed at the two soldiers who kept asking Azaly questions. Where did she live? What was she doing on the road this early? Azaly tried to answer the questions, but even Tresela sensed she was getting into more trouble as she struggled to lie her way past the soldiers.

Mama protected Azaly before, but Mama wasn’t here. Tresela liked Azaly because she let her play, so Tresela would save Azaly until Mama returned. She watched the mean blue men as they raised their horrible voices, frightening Azaly.

These men hurt Mama, so the more Azaly struggled, the more Tresela hated them. Azaly answered one question about where she was going in Lastin. A soldier leveled his lance at her chest. It scared Tresela that she’d lose her friend. During their last month in Home Cave, she’d been sneaking into Papa’s d’dec as he practiced. She remembered what to do. She formed a magical spearpoint that hung in the air. Azaly turned to tell her to stop, but Tresela knew how to use it. So, she sent it into the middle of the soldier’s chest. He cried out as he dropped to his knees before falling onto his face, dead.

Tresela glared at the other soldier, who stared at his fallen comrade. He was about to do something terrible. Her mind was twisting, wanting to kill him in a horrible way. He was no better than an Arrox. So, she formed a special tiny d’sur fist Papa had been trying. The fist was the size of the smallest flying insect, Mama called them gnats, and even Mama couldn’t see it.

She slipped it into the soldier’s nose. As he grabbed his face, she pushed it past his flesh’s resistance at the top of his nose so the gnat-fist was inside his brain. The soldier gave a strangled scream before she did what Papa was struggling with. She made the tiny d’sur fist grow bigger very fast. The soldier’s head pulsed as blood came from his eyes. He collapsed like a dropped puppet.

“Tres!” Azaly said. “Did you do that?”

“He was going to hurt you,” Tresela said. “I’m going to kill every blue man I find.” She meant it as her body was shaking with anger at these men.

“Oh, Tres.” Azaly stared at the bodies as if uncertain what had happened. “We have to hide them before someone comes along.” She began dragging the soldier, with a red hole in his chest, toward the nearby barn.

Tresela stood next to the other dead trooper. His bloody head looked like a silly drawing, disgusting her at what she’d done. Still, she used a lifting hand to ‘walk’ him back to the barn. Out of sight of the road, Azaly laid both bodies in the grass. Tresela ran back to the road to pick up the lances. She placed these beside the two corpses.

She felt sleepy, like everything banged into her at the same moment. Tresela wanted to sleep beside the bodies until Mama found her.

“C’mon Tres. We can’t use this road anymore,” Azaly said. But Tresela sat on the ground.

Azaly picked her up, telling her it would be alright. Tresela wanted to believe her, so she snuggled into her shoulder to sleep it all away.

She opened her eyes again when Azaly climbed the steps to their room. When the door closed, Azaly sat on the bed, still holding Tresela.

“Sleep, Tres.”

“Will you stay with me?”

Azaly laid herself on the bed, so Tresela curled up in her arms to fall asleep. This time, she didn’t dream.
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fifty-one
The Blacksmith


Ibun rode along Central Way behind the wagon driven by Gerond. This was the primary thoroughfare in Lowmouth, running from the south docks to the main city gate in the north. Lowmouth was a poor city in a modest kingdom. It had little to boast about. Even this highway was only hard-packed dirt. But after not seeing it for six years, Ibun saw differences. The houses fronting the street were badly kept, like Narbend’s wooden shacks.

He couldn’t help staring about him. Was it his imagination that the people looked poorer? Coming back had reawakened his feelings for his old home. Though he was a man of Vosj now, his spirit remained in Lowmouth. As a grand wizard, he shouldn’t owe anything special to one place, but he did.

His heart tugged as they passed the crossroads near Stugan Bridge. The familiar red-brick bridge blocked his view of the market where his father’s leather shop stood. But does Pa still run it?

The wagon didn’t slow from its steady plodding progress as people ahead moved to the side of the dirt road. Gerond’s son lived beside Royal Market, which was in the northern part of the ancient city.

We must find a tavern, Preem sent through his d’dec, but not the one we used last time.

After acknowledging his Zenii’s instructions, Ibun began noting the taverns they passed. He rejected the ones that struck him as poorly maintained. Halfway between Stugan Bridge and the Royal Market, he picked an inn with an amusing shingle. The sign showed a goat preparing to ram a bizarre monster that was a mixture of bear and wolf. He smiled at the memory of how people depicted the legendary Arrox. The artist’s imagination was a poor substitute for the reality of the monsters he fought in the Green Valley.

We are outside the Goat’s Folly, Ibun sent. After practicing for a fortnight, he spoke comfortably through the d’dec. Saying this was a remarkable ability would understate the advantages it offered. He would welcome the day that Sarn accomplished it too.

Gerond stopped the wagon to let Sarn help Preem down from the seat. Ibun had suggested that they pretend Preem was an infirm old man. It would justify him needing assistance without exposing his blindness. Ibun watched his apprentice guide Preem through the doors under the shingle. Gerond flicked the reins to move the cart on. Their son lived south of the Royal Market.

After unloading the wagon at Morina’s son’s house, it fell to Ibun to sell it with the three horses at the local stable. With his horse tied to the back, he drove the cart further north, intent on visiting Royal Market to buy new clothes. The market was busy with several stalls of each color. He saw at least four blue booths offering a wide selection of clothes. Lowmouth had a unique cheese Ibun missed. He would buy enough for Zenii to try with some red wine.

At the market’s northern edge, he saw a blacksmith’s shop, which reminded him of another item he needed. After tying the wagon’s horses outside, Ibun went into the forge. Inside, he found a strong-looking smith with thinning red hair.

“Good day, sir,” the broad-shouldered man said warmly. Ibun noted it didn’t sound like a Lowmouth accent, though he couldn’t place where the smith was from.

“Good day, smithy. Can you make something for me? It’s fine work but nothing fancy,” Ibun said. “If you have paper, I’ll draw what I want.”

The well-muscled smith brought a scrap of paper with a slither of shaved charcoal to diagram his request. On a small table, Ibun drew the outline of a metal wand. “It should be a rolled piece of soft metal. But it must be three tubes, each narrower so it can slide inside the next larger.”

“That is unusual.” The smith looked over his shoulder.

“I must be able to extend it and have each piece lock into place,” Ibun explained as he pointed to the thin tubes he’d drawn. “If these are slightly oval, I can twist them to make them grip.” The blacksmith asked for each piece’s length. “From here to here,” Ibun replied, pointing from his elbow to his fingertips. “Two feet should be adequate.”

With a confident nod, the blacksmith said, “I’ll see what I can do. It’ll cost half-a-crown.” Ibun agreed to the fair price, saying he needed two. “Alright, sir. Come back in two days.”

After thanking him, Ibun asked for the closest stable, as he had a wagon with horses to sell. The artisan asked to look at them since he might buy them himself. Outside, the smithy walked around the cart, tapping the wood for signs of rot. He checked the seat’s spring, which worked well. But noted that the wheel’s bands needed replacing along with the hitches. However, the horses were in fine shape.

“I’ll give you fifteen for the wagon and forty for the horses with the tackle,” the smith said, leaning on the wagon’s wheel.

Ibun should negotiate, but his heart wasn’t in it. Besides, the price was more than he expected. “Agreed. My name’s Ibun. I’ll be staying nearby.”

“Nifbar,” the man replied, extending his arm. Ibun shook on the deal.

He left the blacksmith’s forge to walk through the Royal Market. He decided against new clothes but stopped at the white stall to buy some Lowmouth goat cheese, a local delicacy. He had plenty of money in his purse after selling the wagon. The price meant Gerond would get thirty-five crowns, a tidy sum. Preem would keep half the price for the horses, allowing them to stay in Lowmouth for more than a fortnight. Zenii told him they needed less time than that, though Ibun still didn’t know Zenii’s plans.

Ibun guessed he was only two hundred paces from the tavern where Zenii was. It tempted him to reach out to Zenii through his d’dec, but then he remembered the presence of a Harpin apprentice, so he’ll wait for a more appropriate time. But since he took Sarn as his student, Ibun had a new drive to expand his abilities. He wondered if that was part of Zenii’s thinking in making Sarn his apprentice.

The Goat’s Folly innkeeper told Ibun his father was up the stairs in the Arrox room. Ibun resisted the temptation to inform the swarthy man that Arrox didn’t look like the depicted creature. Upstairs, Ibun told Zenii they had twenty crowns from the sale of the horses. It meant they had plenty of money to bribe locals for information. But what knowledge would Zenii want? Ibun wanted to ask Zenii, but he still resisted the urge. After six patient years, he trusted his guru wouldn’t reveal anything before he was ready.
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Returned Favor


When Tresela woke, she was alone. From the window, she stared across the village square but found no blue uniforms. She was disappointed because she wanted to kill them.

Walking toward the tavern was Azaly, distinctive with her golden hair. Tresela wished she could chat with her through the wizard’s stone. But Azaly didn’t do that yet. Tresela would have to show her.

For Tresela, each d’dec’s waves were as distinct as colors. She would no more get confused than she would telling green from blue. With all the wizard’s stones, she saw each as a different shade. Mama took much longer to recognize the colors; even Papa was slow.

The thought of seeing the color of Mama’s stone brought up Mama’s memory. She sat on the bed, crying over losing the mountain in her life. She was still weeping when Azaly entered to sit beside her.

“I’m going to kill them all,” Tresela said through her sobs.

“Everyone?”

“Everyone from Harpin.”

“Even mothers of beautiful girls like you?” Azaly asked. “Even the little girls themselves?”

“The blue men.”

“Ah, I see.”

“I mean it, Az. All of them.”

Azaly didn’t say anything as Tresela sat with her on the bed. They gazed out through the room’s window. Tresela imagined rows of blue-dressed men falling over as she sent her spearpoints through them. Like Mama did to the forest soldiers. Only Tresela’s fell over like trees. It appeared nicer than crumbling down like the dolls made of rags she used to play with.

“You never met Jarlina in Narbend,” Azaly said, breaking into her daydream. “She was a nice girl. I liked her. I gave her a gift, which caused a Harpin wizard to arrest her. He tortured her to death.”

“What was the gift?” Tresela asked; her tears stopped as she listened.

“It was a green beret, like the one your Mama wore when she was an apprentice,” Azaly said. Tresela didn’t understand. She never saw Mama wear a green hat. It came from before Mama was Tresela’s Mama. So, she paid attention to Azaly’s story. “I met Jarlina a couple of days before I met Zenii in the forest,” Azaly added. “The wizard arrested Jarlina while your mother rescued you from those soldiers.”

“What did you do?”

“I took you to her house. Remember? When the wizard came.”

“That was the same wizard?”

“Yes. But I didn’t realize Jarlina was dead then or the wizard had killed her. Jisana told me when we met again in Castin. I was so upset that I wanted to kill every Harpin soldier because I couldn’t kill the wizard. Her death was my fault, Tres. If I hadn’t given her the green beret as a gift, she would still be alive.”

Tresela saw Azaly’s tears growing in her eyes. She learned then that big people also cried when they were sad. “Did you kill the soldiers?”

“No. Your Mama told me to use my anger to get better with magic. So, I could avenge Jarlina’s death by becoming strong enough to kill the green-sash wizard. That’s what I’ll do one day.”

“Is that why you are Mama’s apprentice?”

“Many reasons, Tres. But that is one of them. Zenii taught me that wizards don’t mourn. They avenge their friends.”

“I shouldn’t mourn Mama?”

“Oh no. You should grieve for your Mama, as will I,” Azaly said. “But wizards shouldn’t wallow in their sadness because they’re busy as Defenders of Vosj.”

Tresela didn’t know what ‘wallow’ meant, but she recognized she was still sad. “I miss her so much already.”

“Me too. Whoever killed your Mama. That’s who we’ll execute. Not all the soldiers. But just the one that did this.”

“But which one,” Tresela said. She still wanted to kill them all.

“General Traanim wants to meet us. He was there; perhaps he knows.”

“Soon?”

“Yes. But kill no more soldiers. Unless they plan to harm you and you can’t get away. Use magic to confuse them while you hide. If Harpin thinks you have magic, they’ll search for us. We can’t get our revenge if they arrest us first.”

Azaly’s words made sense, so Tresela agreed not to kill more blue men. She waited patiently for Azaly to say they could leave to visit the general Mama saw in the barn. But as time passed, Azaly didn’t move. “Can we go now?”

“Soon, Tres.”

She wanted to leave, but Azaly was like Mama because she preferred to wait forever before doing something. “Do you want to make a spearpoint?” she asked because waiting bored her.

“Yes. I spotted the spearpoint you made before. I would love to learn how you did that.”

Tresela slipped into Azaly’s d’dec to show her the spearpoint, letting her move it around the room. They continued playing with the weapon, taking turns to form or move it. Azaly’s spearpoint wasn’t sharp enough to hurt anyone, but Tresela would help her become a blue-man killer.
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Finally, Azaly said they should leave the tavern. They each wore their blankets slung across their backs. Tresela remembered this meant they weren’t coming back.

She didn’t understand how to think as they walked over the village’s green. Should she act in some particular way because Mama was gone? She felt confused as waves of sadness swept through her, but seconds later, she wanted to play. Azaly’s talk about not killing soldiers was puzzling too, so she needed time to think.

“Where are the blue soldiers?” she asked as they exited the square.

“I don’t know. They were gone when I left for a walk this morning.”

When Tresela thought about the nasty blue soldiers, a wave of sadness passed through her. Tears welled up, but she didn’t cry. “I want to find Papa,” she said, keeping her voice firm.

“I know. But I’m familiar with Kefnu, and you understand the Green Valley. Maybe we should hide in one of those places.”

Tresela knew Azaly couldn’t survive in the Green Valley with the Arrox attacking them. She also sensed that Home Cave was no longer safe. Blue men murdered that wonderful place. But Papa wasn’t in Kefnu. “I want to find Papa,” she repeated. Azaly asked where Papa was, but Tresela wasn’t certain. “He told Mama that he was going south.”

“But where? How will we find him?”

Tresela didn’t know but would search until she found him with his wizard’s stone. Then, she remembered the answer. “If I’m close, I can find his mind.” She could reach across the Green Valley. But was that far enough? She would begin learning how to go further. “With my stone, I can reach a long way,” she added, confident that she would teach herself.

Tresela held Azaly’s hand as they continued out to the east. Azaly said the general was waiting in the farmhouse they visited yesterday.

Near the creamy-orange cottage, two men in yellow smocks stopped them. Azaly told them who they were, so the guards waved them through.

In the barn, Tresela recognized the man Mama met a few days ago. He looked older.

“Welcome,” he said, speaking to Azaly. “We didn’t meet formally before. My name is General Traanim, and I lead the Brotherhood. I realize who saved us last night.”

“I’m Azaly, her student. This is Tresela, her daughter.”

The general nodded slowly. Tresela saw his man’s heart was good, and he felt the weight of their loss. In an instant, she knew she could talk to him. “What happened to Mama?” she asked.

“I don’t know. She was getting up from the trench she made, but then she went limp. The dirt collapsed on us. Your Mama was gone when we dug our way out, so I never spotted who took her.”

“Was she alive, sir?” Azaly asked. The general shrugged his shoulders. “Tres says she can’t feel her Mama’s mind any longer.”

“I’ve heard of this,” he said. “A mother’s bond with her children. I didn’t appreciate it works both ways.”

“We talked through our minds,” Tresela said.

General Traanim nodded again. “Then she has gone to the Halls. The loss must be terrible. I’m sorry to think such a brave woman could be dead. I will do anything in my power to help you.”

“Was it soldiers who killed Mama?”

“I didn’t see. But a mere soldier would not beat your mother. The troops left to return north to Harpin. We have a patrol following them. They believe their mission is over with my death.” The General looked at Tresela when he added, “Thanks to your Mama, the Brotherhood will continue being a problem for them. We won’t be easy to trap next time.”

“Can you tell us anything else?” Azaly asked.

“No. But you are both welcome to stay with us. With luck, we’ll find those who killed your Mama. It will be my duty to avenge your teacher.”

“Thank you, sir. But we’ll travel south.”

“To Kefnu? This land is dangerous for young women. I would feel better if you stayed with us.”

“We go to find Tresela’s family.”

“Very well. I owe it to your friend to protect you both. But I also owe it to her not to imprison you. So you are both free to leave. But Kefnu is far for young legs. Can I offer a wagon and a man to drive you to Kefnu? I need to send a wagon to collect supplies.”

“That would be most generous, sir.”

“Nonsense, Azaly.” General Taanim took out a leather purse. “And this is for you both too.” He gave it to Azaly, who nodded her thanks. “When do you plan to leave?”

“We are ready now, sir. Our way is to travel with only our blanket for nighttime.”

“Then have something to eat while Corporal Krim prepares the cart.”

“General, sir,” a scarred man said. “May I have permission to escort the wagon to Kefnu?”

“Thank you, Captain Rolan. I remember your desire to help the mysterious lady, but I need you here.”

The scarred man nodded his acceptance. Then, he spoke to Tresela. “Your Mama was special to me in ways that are hard to describe. If ever I can help, call on me. I’m known as the Brother with the scarred face.”

The wagon rolled out of Lastin a hand later as it followed the Jopibir Road. Tresela sat on the bench between Azaly and the young man who introduced himself as Corporal Krim. The man, close to Azaly’s age, had a faint scar across his chin, just like Mama’s. Before they left, the general promised to help them if it still lay in his power to give it.

Behind Tresela, in the wagon bed, were two sacks of oats. Food for the trip. They would make fine seats for when she began showing Azaly how to really use her d’dec.
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fifty-three
The Plan Coalesces


The next day, Ibun walked over the picturesque Stugan bridge, with its humpback shape made from red bricks with a matching parapet. He climbed to the top, stopping to gaze at the Low River that ran full with the tide in. His nerves were threatening to abandon him. After a lifetime of challenges and learning, he was going to find his family. Six years ago, his father sold him for five crowns to a mysterious blind man. Ibun had rejoiced at that sale, which took him away from twice daily beatings.

Ibun gripped the bridge’s parapet, leaning forward to watch the river running out from under the bridge. His apprentice, Sarn, stood by his side, giving Ibun an unexpected calmness as his imagination raced through how the meeting would go. He had killed Arrox, endured two near drownings, and escaped from a ship at sea. Meeting his father should be trivial in comparison, so why was he scared? He didn’t fear death, but he did dread being a failure. Was that it? Was he afraid of being a disappointment? No. But he did worry about being rejected by his father.

After several deep breaths, he was ready. Let the Gods decide. If Pa still hated him, he’d gather as much information about Lowmouth as possible. Then, he would leave his father’s house, never to return. A new calm came over Ibun. He smiled at Sarn, pointing to the market on the bridge’s other side. “One shop along this street was my papa’s leather store.”

Sarn cupped his hands over his eyes, staring into the bazaar. “Is he still here?”

“That is what we will find out.”

“I miss my parents sometimes,” Sarn said. He sounded eager at the chance to meet his Zenii’s father. “But I wouldn’t give this up to live in my home village again.”

“I don’t miss my father, Sarn. He was a mean cuss. When Jastur found me, it overjoyed me to escape even though I had no idea what lay ahead.”

“However, you’ll still go to talk to him?”

“We need news about Lowmouth,” Ibun explained as he walked down the bridge’s steps to Stugan Market. “And I owe him the knowledge that his son lives.”

At the market’s entrance, he told Sarn to stroll around the stalls. “I also want you to observe diligently,” Ibun added, “to note if anyone follows me.”

Ibun waited until his apprentice had mingled with the market people. Once the boy stood beside a white stall to watch, Ibun set off along the road, passing each storefront. Some were the same, some different.

Then he paused outside a familiar store with a saddle in the window. Ibun studied the saddle that was identical to the one he had carved. The leather shone with recent oiling. Forcing his nerves to quieten, he pushed open the door. Behind the counter stood an elderly man with gray hair tied in a neat ponytail. His wrinkled face included a flap of loose skin under his chin like a rooster with its head turned upside down. But the eyes were the same.

“May I help you, sir?” his father said. Then he stopped to stare as if uncertain. “Ibun? Is that you?”

“Hi, Pa.” Ibun had dreamt of this moment many times. How he would chastise his father for blaming him for his mother’s death in childbirth or beating him twice daily. But all he wanted was for his father to accept him.

Pa stepped around the counter. A broad smile transformed his old face. They hugged.

“You look strong,” Pa said softly, not letting Ibun go.

“I’ve been at sea,” Ibun replied. He had planned his story last night. “I was the navigating officer on a merchant brig that sailed between Otanmouth and Harpin City.”

“It’s good to see you,” Pa said. He released Ibun to study him. “Will you be here long?”

“A few days, no more,” Ibun replied, though he didn’t comprehend Zenii’s plans for Lowmouth. “How is business?” he asked.

“Oh, it’s alright. Trade is poor now. Taxes and tariffs are destroying us all. But you notice that too, working on a merchant ship.”

“For sure, Pa. But I picked up so many rumors about Jongiloc. I don’t know what to believe anymore. Prince Cullan rules despite being the younger son.”

His father looked around, though his shop was empty. “You must be careful speaking of the Royal Family. Many honest people have disappeared since Harpin installed an apprentice in the Palace.” Pa signaled Ibun to follow him into the back storeroom. “The prince married Princess Denia just before the old king died,” Pa said. Then he added in a whisper, “Murdered, some say.”

“I hear of murderers riding throughout the country. Lawless brigands stealing or killing innocent civilians,” Ibun said. “Don’t the people fight back?”

“Some do. But I’m a tradesman. I must work with everyone.”

“How is Hariano?”

“Well. Your sister is married now. Her husband is a successful merchant in the docks.”

“That’s good,” Ibun replied, surprised he even cared. “What’s his name?”

“Janaag. He’s a wine and wool trader. Owns the yellow warehouse on the docks. He can tell you best how Harpin’s tariffs are destroying Jongiloc. Or how people are migrating across the Jong River.”

Ibun spent another thirty minutes talking with his father. By then, he realized how far their paths had grown apart over six years. They had little in common except some memories neither wished to relive. He avoided asking about his mother because it used to create a quick beating. So, he knew nothing about his mama, who gave her life for his.

After promising to return, he walked to Stugan Market to find his apprentice.

[image: image-placeholder]

That evening, Ibun sat with Zenii and Sarn at a corner table in the Goat’s Folly bar, discussing next steps. Preem was interested in Ibun’s story about King Cullan and his bride, asking for the details Ibun’s father relayed about the succession.

“King Rullag broke his neck four years ago. Just after Prince Cullan’s wedding day,” Ibun said. “Prince Royan was the heir, but he disappeared when King Rullag died. My father believes they hold him in the Palace’s dungeons.

“A trip, perhaps. An easy thing to do at the top of stairs,” Zenii suggested, keeping his voice low. “I smell Harpin wizardry. But we need more details.” Preem reached to touch Ibun’s arm. Your sister can provide the needed information, he sent through the d’dec.

This suggestion struck fear in Ibun. How could he face his sister? Memories of her supporting their father’s cruelty came back. But how could he deny his Zenii? I can visit her husband in the docks, he replied. “Janaag is a merchant, so he must have heard many tales during his trading,” Ibun added verbally.

“Indeed. A superb source of information. Merchants are friends to all sides of a dispute,” Preem said. We will go to meet him tomorrow. I feel great unrest in Jongiloc, so locals must be waiting to fight back.

Yes, Zenii. Ibun clenched his fists as he gathered his resolve to ask his Zenii a question. Is that your plan, to begin a Lowmouth rebellion?

Patience, my friend, Preem sent. My idea is simpler than that, but a liaison with the rebels will help my plan.

Zenii had never called him ‘my friend’ before. The simple term chilled Ibun’s blood. But what could he do?
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In the morning, Ibun walked with Preem and Sarn along Central Way to the docks. Preem wore his broad-brim leather hat, pulled down to hide his hollow eyes. As Ibun rounded the corner to walk along the quay, he searched for the correct warehouse.

Which one?

The yellow one, Zenii. I see a faded yellow warehouse that is the second one in the line.

When we get there, describe any colors you see.

The warehouse entrance was broad, but Ibun found no apparent doors. Glancing up, he spotted a door that could descend. In the shadows, he saw barrels stacked beside bales of white material piled in the middle.

The door is like a portcullis, Zenii. There are white bales, maybe cotton. The barrels are brown with no markings.

Good.

Just inside the doorway, Ibun saw a well-dressed man chatting with a worker. He waited, keeping Sarn by his side while Preem meandered over to tap the barrels. Janaag glanced over, indicating he’d be with Ibun in a moment.

When the merchant finished giving instructions, he stepped over, saying, “How may I be of service, gentlemen?” Preem came back to join them.

“Are you Janaag?” Ibun asked. The trader nodded yes. “I’m Ibun, Hariano’s brother.”

Janaag studied Ibun’s face for a moment. Then, his face relaxed. “You have your sister’s eyes.” He reached out to clasp Ibun’s arm. “After all these years, have you returned?”

“I have. My father said you’re a prestigious merchant.”

“Prestigious? Ha, you’re an obvious fraud, as your pa wouldn’t say such a thing. Even if true, which it isn’t.”

“Let me introduce my cousin, Jastur, from Otanmouth. We are interested in moving some wool and Otanic wine.”

Janaag clasped arms with Preem, who added, “We hear the market is poor. Is this true?”

“The tariffs are killing us all. But you’ll never catch me turning down an honest businessman, Jastur. Though I would prefer to trade beer with Otanic. There is a steady demand for that since it’s cheaper than wine.”

“I can deliver cheap or quality beer, and we have a small market for Jongiloc cotton,” Preem said. He tapped the frame of the warehouse entrance. “Your opening is strange, sir. Do you close it at night?”

“I do. There are street urchins happy to steal what they can. This door has no windows, making it too dark to see my merchandise.”

“Good. I’ll let my cousin catch up on old times. If you’re agreeable, I’ll take a brief wander about your warehouse to see what other wares I can find a market for in Otanic.”

“As you please, sir.”

After Preem wandered into the warehouse’s shadows with Sarn, Ibun said to his brother-in-law, “Business is a struggle in Otanic. The Harpinians destroy us slowly.”

“Here too,” Janaag said, keeping his voice private. “But it’s best not to talk loudly of such things, my friend.”

“I’ve been away on a long trip north of Harpin, so I am bereft of recent news from my home city. But I hear strange rumors about Crown Prince Royan.”

Janaag shook his head. “Not here. You are welcome to join us for dinner. Have you seen Hariano?” Ibun shook his head no. “Well, she’ll be delighted to see you.” Janaag leaned over to add, “She would murder me if I didn’t insist you have dinner with us this evening.”

The thought scared Ibun, so he dithered as he sought a reasonable excuse.

That is an excellent idea, Preem sent, making Ibun’s decision for him.

“We are grateful for the invitation,” Ibun said. “I have not seen Hariano for six long years. Is she well?”

“Yes. We have two children that you’ve never met. Hariano’s father, your father, I should say, dotes on the children.” Janaag dropped his voice to a whisper as he added, “Your pa says Hariano is the image of your mother.”

Those simple words almost floored Ibun. After years of resentment toward his sister, the idea that she looked like the mother he’d never seen made him speechless.

Ask him about the Harpin wine he has in these barrels, Preem sent.

Ibun guessed his Zenii wanted him to keep Janaag engaged in a conversation. “We have a demand for Harpin red in Otanic, but the costs are high,” Ibun said.

“We have red. But we must pay a tax once we move it from the warehouse into the city.”

“What if you ship it instead. Would you have to pay the tax? We would be interested in reducing these taxes,” Ibun said. The discussion continued into ways to use Lowmouth or Otanmouth as waypoints in a trading system between Jongiloc and Otanic.

When Zenii sent, I am ready to go. Ibun ended the debate with Janaag, “Maybe we can discuss this further.” Preem joined them with Sarn holding his arm. “Janaag has been kind enough to offer us dinner tonight,” Ibun told Preem, acting as if he didn’t already know.

“Our house is four streets north of here,” Janaag said. “Where are you staying.”

“The Goat’s Folly.”

“Ha, I know this tavern. You keep away from the stink of the docks,” Janagg said with a chuckle. “I have a house reserved for my merchant captains. You are welcome to stay there as my officers are all at sea. Hariano would skin me alive if I didn’t make the offer.”

“That is most generous,” Preem responded before Ibun could decline the offer.

Preem stepped out of the shadows into the sunshine by the entrance. “Good day to you, sir. I believe there is much business we can do,” Preem said as he clasped arms.

As they walked north along the Central Way, Ibun asked about Preem’s preference for Janaag’s offer of a nearby house.

“It is closer to the docks and more private,” Preem replied. “Janaag’s warehouse is perfect too.”

Ibun didn’t understand. “The building? Or its contents?”

“The structure is just right,” Zenii said. He clutched Ibun’s arm in a rare display of emotion. “I have found a way, Ibun.”

“I see, Jastur.” But he didn’t really.

“How does the work with the blacksmith go? Did he give you his name?”

“Nifbar, if I remember correctly,” Ibun replied. “He said they would be ready tomorrow. He seemed a reliable man.”

“Indeed he is. It’s as if the Gods have made their decision too.”

“Do you know this blacksmith?”

“Not well. But Tipini did. You can trust him, Ibun. When the time comes.”

“Yes, Jastur.” Zenii’s words left a new chill in Ibun’s psyche. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Preem was planning something dramatic.
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fifty-four
A Friend’s Return


Jisana spent her evenings with the queen in her drawing room. To call it strange was an understatement. Here was a former street girl sitting in clothes fit for a queen, chatting with Her Majesty. Well, that may be an overstatement. Jisana left the talking to Queen Foliana and Lady Turie. Like Sir Riman, she limited herself to answering questions posed to her.

The other thing she struggled with was calling the queen by her given name alone.

Yesterday, Foliana told a remarkable tale about a nineteen-year-old princess sent to a northern province with an even younger wizard’s apprentice named Brodia. Since Jisana had already heard the same story from Brodia’s perspective, she listened for the differences. Foliana played down her role, giving all the credit to Brodia.

Foliana struck up a conversation with Turie about the nobles’ wives. As she heeded their words, Jisana realized it reminded her of the gossip she overheard in the markets. Sitting beside her, Sir Riman stared into the flames of the fireplace. If this was a campfire with Haam, she would expect to see him working on his sword while she was using her whetstone on her throwing knives.

She leaned over toward the swarthy man, whispering, “I miss hearing the rhythmic rasp of metal on whetstone when we sat around the fire each night.” Sir Riman smiled.

The queen glanced at her. “What’s that, Jisana?”

“Oh, nothing ... Foliana. I was just musing with Sir Riman that I miss working on my knives.”

“Every evening? Sir Riman, you too?”

“The sword could save my life the next day,” he replied. “We sharpened them every evening.”

“And would you talk as you worked on your sword’s edge?” she asked. Riman responded that sharpening their swords was relaxing as the soldiers talked about the days behind or ahead. “Then work on your knives,” Foliana said with panache. “Maybe then you’ll grace us with your conversations rather than acting like monks.”

Jisana saw it as an order, pulling out a knife. She had a sharpening stone in her pocket, so with some spit, she began sliding one side of the knife blade in a curve away from her on the stone, flipping the blade to repeat the move.

Sir Riman didn’t bring his whetstone, so he remained serene in his chair until Foliana broached a new subject by asking, “What have you learned of this mysterious villain calling themselves the Arrox Killer?”

Jisana looked up, but the queen had directed her question at Riman. “He is a rebel, ma’am,” Riman said. His formality piqued Jisana’s curiosity. A glance at Foliana made it clear that she noticed it too.

“What say you, Jisana?” the Queen asked.

Now, Jisana had to think about Riman’s formal response. Was he warning her that Lady Turie wasn’t aware of who the Arrox Killer was? “I know little about him,” she replied. “He is a rebel, but is he against Harpin or against us?”

“His gang has killed Harpin troops but none of my guards, so I pray he is for us,” Foliana said. “What do you say, Turie?”

“I’m sure he’s a big thug. What kind of a name is Arrox Killer anyway. If Arrox do exist, then I doubt the fool has even seen one,” Lady Turie replied.

Jisana smiled before pulling a second knife to sharpen, letting the soft rasp of metal on stone fill the room’s momentary silence.

“Is the knife sharp?” Foliana asked, trying to keep a conversation going. Jisana nodded. “What do you think?” Foliana asked Turie.

“I do not believe I’ve ever seen a lady sharpening a knife,” Turie responded. Jisana caught a slight edge of sarcasm as she added, “I wonder how sharp it will be.”

“Sharp enough to keep my sons alive,” Foliana said, coming to Jisana’s defense. “As she has already shown us all.” The lady-in-waiting dipped her head, realizing she had stepped too far. “Lady Turie, would you fetch our shawl from our study. Also, find a whetstone for Sir Riman.”

“Of course, your grace.”

The change in tone wasn’t lost on Jisana as she watched the tall lady hurry from the room. In the past few days, Jisana had spoken to Turie twice. She was loyal to her queen but had little tolerance for commoners.

Once alone, the Queen lowered her voice to say, “Riman has been looking for Harpin’s spy ring. He feels it may include the criminals that meet at the Chamberlain’s Chance.”

“The street says he uses criminals and beggar boys,” Jisana said, continuing to hone her knives. “Six years ago, we caught the leader of Quon’s street boys, who confessed to his crimes. Count Quon called the beggar boys his mice.”

“It will be important to arrest them then,” Foliana said.

“I would rather feed them some unimportant truths or useful lies,” Riman said as Jisana nodded her agreement. Knowing who the spies were would give them all an advantage. “Our city had a small rebel group before you arrived,” Riman continued. “Their leader has asked me to discover this Arrox Killer because he wants to join them. It seems you’ve already created a stir in Kefnu as the Harpin troops walk in pairs now.”

“I’ll give you a place and time tomorrow,” Jisana said. Her rebel band was growing, which was creating secrecy concerns. “He will meet with Todin to keep my identity secret for now.” She paused, uncertain if she should talk about her biggest fear. She glanced at Foliana as she said, “If the Count kidnapped Prince Ricard, then he must have bigger plans. Could your life be in danger?”

“Riman has the same concern,” Foliana said. “It will be easy to do with their magic.”

“My spies have found nothing specific,” Riman said. “But if the count acts alone, we may not get any warning. I have tried to convince Foliana to stay in the Palace. Would you agree?” Riman asked Jisana.

Jisana was about to agree, but Foliana spoke first. “I will not hide like a darkroom mushroom. We should take the fight to the count instead. He appointed General Beton as the new Defense Minister. I would rejoice to hear the bastard has died, for he torments our people.”

“But Foliana …” Riman’s reaction told Jisana this was a direct request from the queen.

“The Arrox Killer will consider this request,” Jisana said, pleased the queen accepted her for what she was: a rebel. “Do you have any information on the minister we can use?” she asked Riman.

“General Beton is a thorn in our sides,” Riman said after a brief pause. “We would not miss his arrogance or brutal treatment of the people.”

Before Riman could continue, Turie returned with the Queen’s orange shawl. She gave Riman a sharpening stone, she claimed came from the kitchens. Jisana put a sharp knife away before pulling another to grind as she nodded to Foliana. She had agreed on what her rebel’s first significant target would be.
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Each dawn, Jisana visited the Queen’s Maid tavern in the city’s southeastern section. Any of her rebel leaders could leave a message here for her. The morning after deciding that General Beton would be her first target, Jisana wandered into the tavern to ask if anyone left her a note. For the first time, today’s answer was yes. She sat at the corner table, unfolding the note to read the terse message scribbled in charcoal.

I will return at 10 and 4 each day until we meet.

Haam


She wanted to jump for joy that Haam had returned from Retin. The morning sky was overcast, so she couldn’t tell the time beyond mid-morning. However, most taverns set a clock each dawn, using the clock belfry in the South Tower, which rang as soon as the sun rose.

After folding Haam’s note, she called to the slim innkeeper’s wife, “Do you know what the time is?”

“Half past the ninth,” she replied.

Jisana stayed at the corner table where she could watch the door. She ordered some wine and cheese with bread. She shouldn’t be hungry, but she was anxious to hear Haam’s news about Clelan, the blacksmith’s apprentice in Retin. She had feelings for the scrawny man almost killed during the Retin ambush a fortnight ago.

When Haam’s massive shadow darkened the tavern door, she smiled. In five huge strides, he was at her desk.

“What happened to your face?” he asked before sitting at the table.

“Just a disagreement with some beggar boys. They came off far worse.”

Haam shook his head like any father frustrated with his daughter’s antics.

“What news?” she asked as soon as he had ordered an ale. “How is Clelan?”

“He’s still weak, but his fever broke, so he’ll be fine in another week. He asked to travel with me, but I told him to wait another fortnight.”

“The fool shouldn’t come,” she mused, wishing he were here now. “He’s not used to the city.”

“What’s been happening here?”

“Not much,” she lied. “We can talk as we walk once you’re ready. Are you hungry?”

Haam shook his head. After a second swig of his ale, he put it on the table. “I’m ready.”

As she led him through the back streets to Jalian Market, she brought him up to date with all that had happened. She tried to concentrate on the rebel activities while skimping over being a lady-in-waiting, but Haam dragged the whole story out of her even as he laughed at her unease.

“So, I should call you Lady Jisana now.”

“If you do, I’ll slap your big head. Though I doubt you’d feel it through all that thick bone.”

As she passed the Wizard’s Pyre, she dropped an eighth in the bowl of the young woman begging there.

“Thankee kindly, sir,” the beggar said.

After they turned into an alley, Haam declared, “That urchin has dreadful eyesight. Your disguise in men’s clothes wouldn’t fool a blind man.”

Jisana walked down into the warehouse. “She’s my leader of the street girl spies; she’ll join us in a minute.” As they waited, she grabbed Haam’s big hand. “I’m so glad you’ve returned, but don’t let it go to that enormous head of yours.”

“I feel the same as I never considered a girl could be my equal.”

When Gilano joined them, she introduced Haam. Gilano had no news. Jisana asked her to keep her ears open for who was the count’s contact with the criminals and grists.

After Gilano left to return to her spot, Jisana led Haam into the tunnels. She showed him the markings on the bricks. In the cellar of the Last Hope tavern, Haam and Todin reacquainted themselves while Jisana sat watching the two men she trusted to lead her rebels. Sometimes, she had to kick herself to realize she led such men.

When Todin told Haam about the special name for the rebels’ leader, Haam laughed. Then, more seriously, he told Todin that Jisana had killed at least three Arrox. Todin stared at her as if seeing her anew. She hated the idea that Todin would view her differently because she killed a few Arrox in the past.

“When they see you, they’ll think you’re the leader,” she said to Haam. “And we could easily apply the name to you. How many Arrox have you killed?” Haam shrugged, unwilling to admit to the number he’d killed, though she thought he’d slain at least five. “Queen Foliana has asked us to assassinate the Minister of Defense, General Beton,” she said to change the subject to safer ground.

“That will bring a lot of attention,” Haam noted. But he didn’t say she was crazy. “Do we have enough rebels to execute this plan? We can’t be trying to kill him. We have to succeed. Otherwise, it will damage our reputation.”

“Sir Riman said a rebel group wanted to join us. I promised we would meet the leader at a place we chose,” she said. “What do you think?”

“Sir Riman?” Haam asked. She nodded, saying he was the queen’s gentleman-in-waiting. “I remember a Sergeant Riman of the King’s Guard.” She could only shrug as she never asked Riman about his history. “If it’s the same man, then we can trust his judgment,” Haam said.

“I’ll meet him at the Fox’s Tormenter tomorrow at sundown,” Todin said. “You shouldn’t go, Jisana. We’ll let him join Haam’s division of the rebels.”

“Good, then it’s decided. If this rebel leader is worthy, he can join us with his men,” she said. “Meanwhile, we should decide how to assassinate the minister.”

“His men will always surround him,” Todin said. “Getting close will be difficult.”

“Then we need a location where we can shoot arrows into him,” she replied.

“The queen can order him to come to the South Barracks. We can pick a place along the way to kill him,” Haam suggested.

“Good,” Jisana said. “Then I’ll arrange for him to visit the nearby barracks.”

She liked the approach. The one thing nagging her was Harpin thinking Haam was the Arrox Killer. They all expected death if captured, but the Harpinians would treat the leader with particular brutality.
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fifty-five
Dark Places


Sarn stopped at a house along Central Way to peek through its window, but this was an excuse to glance back for any followers. No one paid him any mind, so he peered at the rooftops for human silhouettes. Then, for unusual birds in the sky. With nothing out of place, he sighed, happy that Zenii wasn’t checking on him. He was alone for this mission.

For the past three days, he lived in the oversized captain’s house that Zenii’s brother-in-law loaned them. He’d never experienced two stories outside of a tavern before. Janaag even had one of his housekeepers stay there as the cook.

The mansion had four bedrooms, meaning he could have his own bed again. Neither Zenii nor his uncle said a word. Yet that first night, he slept in Ibun’s room, preferring the floor at the foot of his guru’s bed to a cotton mattress. The housekeeper was a little surprised when she discovered his bed unslept in. Each day, Zenii trained him hard in the mornings. But today, Uncle Preem had called Sarn into his study room.

“I’ve allowed a few days for the locals to accept our presence,” his uncle said. “Now it’s time to learn what secrets Lowmouth has to tell us.” Sarn’s stomach fluttered as he realized he would be trusted again after his mistake at Otanmouth. A quick glance at Zenii, confirmed he was getting a second chance. “You’re to gather intelligence from the dockland’s beggars. Take some eighths with you since I doubt they will be helpful without an incentive.”

“Yes, Uncle. What do you want me to find out?”

“Anything useful. But two things in particular. How do the smugglers work? Where do they hide their goods? Plus, you must determine if the beggar boys have a leader or at least one boy they admire or listen to. Bring this fellow here. We will have a lucrative proposal for him.”

“Smugglers, Uncle?”

“Every coastal area has smugglers. With the Harpin taxes, Janaag told me about, I’m certain they are active here in Lowmouth. They need a place to hide their illicit goods.”

Before leaving, Zenii gave him a pile of eighths to bribe the street beggars. Then, with a final warning that the beggar boys can be rough, his Zenii sent him out.

The captain’s house was close to the docks, so Sarn soon reached the wide road behind the warehouses. This dirt-packed road was rutted, dusty, and busy with human movement. All the wooden buildings opposite the depots were three stories, including several taverns with faded shingles hanging over their doors.

He spotted laborers loading or unloading wagons from the back of the storehouses. A pair of blue-uniformed soldiers talked to a woman who seemed unhappy with their attention. Sarn ignored them. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. He also spotted a few boys sitting at the bottom of each tavern’s wooden steps. The beggars lifted their bowls to any men passing by. In truth, he hadn’t noticed them before.

He stopped at the first inn’s steps. The boy begging there didn’t even lift his bowl. Why bother with just another boy. Sarn squatted on his haunches beside the beggar, who eyed him suspiciously.

“My lord seeks information,” Sarn said. “He’s willing to pay an eighth.”

“Show me’s tha coin.” Sarn showed an eighth to the dusty lad. But he didn’t drop it into his bowl. “Like whats ya wants ta know?”

“Where do the smuggler’s keep their goods?”

“Fucks off. They’s kills me, if I’s says.”

“They must move it between the warehouses during the night,” Sarn said, trying to get him to give something away.

“Ya’s don’ts knows a thing. They don’ts need tha night,” he replied. The information was a start, so Sarn dropped his eighth into the begging bowl before strolling away. “I’s not tell ya nothings,” the boy called out to Sarn’s back.

Sarn repeated the routine with the next beggar, who was equally reticent. This time, Sarn admitted he knew they smuggled in broad daylight. “They must have secret doors to the warehouses or taverns.”

“Ya’ll never finds ‘em,” the boy confirmed. “It be’s too dark.”

Sarn thought about the hint, realizing only one thing was dark during the day. “Tunnels?” he asked, though he’d only heard of such things from school stories.

“I’s not says.”

Sarn walked away after giving the kid an eighth. After three more boys sitting outside taverns on this street, Sarn knew the tunnels ran between the warehouses, extending north past this first row of inns. He should return this news to Zenii, though he hadn’t found the dock’s top beggar.

The next road north of the depots was really a wide alley. With three-story houses on each side, it felt like a tunnel to Sarn. Halfway down, six boys stepped out of a narrow alley before him.

“Who’s ya with, boy?” a beggar in a grimy blue shirt asked.

Here was Sarn’s chance to return one beggar to the captain’s mansion. He’d prepared his words soon after leaving the house on this mission. “My superior’s a new merchant. He’ll pay well for information.”

“Ya’s must haves coin on ya,” blue shirt said. “We’s just takes it.”

Zenii’s warning popped into his mind as the boys shuffled toward him. “I’m not giving it away.”

“Who’s askings ya.”

Sarn had recently passed an alleyway, but he would be trapped there. “My patriarch will pay better coin than what I have on me now. He’ll give you a crown just for seeing him.”

“Betta what ya have, than what’s ya promises.” The beggar in the blue shirt did the talking.

“You won’t get much,” Sarn said as he backed up. Beside him was a window. After risking a peek, he noticed a balcony above the window.

“Get ‘im.” The boys came forward, so Sarn used the window’s ledge to propel himself up to grab the balcony rail, pulling himself over. Looking down, he saw the boys staring at him; none wanted to follow. “We’s just waits here fa ya, boy,” blue shirt said confidently.

Sarn stared at the mean-looking kids spread out below. He couldn’t go down. “How long do you have. I have all day.”

“So does we. Throws us ya purse. And we’s not hurts ya ... maybes.”

Above Sarn was another balcony. By standing on the rail, he could just reach the balcony’s ledge. He pulled himself up to the second terrace. All those days climbing Clovermouth’s cliffs for bird eggs gave him powerful arms. The rooftop slanted down to this spot, making it easy to climb onto the orange tiles.

He looked at the beggar boys in the street. “Thanks for the help,” he called down. “You’re missing out on some good coin.”

Sarn crossed the roof’s ridge and ran to the end of the row of rooftops before using more balconies to climb back down. Though he didn’t know how to breech the tunnels, it was a successful mission. He also had the leader’s description. But he wanted more.

[image: image-placeholder]

Sarn strode back to Warehouse Street, which passed behind the warehouses. He’d seen a curious inn where he might research the smugglers. At the tavern, he rechecked the shingle. A large man carried a barrel over his head with the words underneath, Smuggler’s Load. Maybe smugglers frequented this bar. Inside, the room was smoky from tobacco despite only having six men drinking. He picked an empty table in the corner to watch the men, all of whom could put Clovermouth’s blacksmith to shame.

As he watched, he realized he had no notion of what smugglers looked like. Being a fish out of water wasn’t fun, so he left.

Sarn began walking along the streets around the docklands. He ignored the beggars this time, though some eyed him as he passed. He was searching for one in particular. Then, outside a sordid-looking tavern, he saw the beggar in the blue shirt.

The boy watched intently as he approached. But he didn’t run. The lad greeted him once he stopped. “Fucks off.” Sarn smiled at the simple street greeting.

He took out two eighths as the boy in blue scowled at him. He dropped them both into the bowl. “Come with me. My patriarch has a crown for you if you meet him. That is, if you dare.”

“I’s ain’t scared ofs ya.”

“No, of course not.” Sarn walked back toward the captain’s house. A quick glance confirmed the boy was tagging along, ten paces behind him.

At the door to the captain’s mansion, Sarn instructed the boy to wait. He went inside to find his uncle.

“I’ve found a beggar boy who the other boys listen to. So, I promised him a crown if he came to talk,” he told Wizard Preem, who sat in the captain’s study. “The smugglers use tunnels under the warehouses.”

“Very good indeed. Ibun will join us now. Make sure you use our pretend names around this boy,” Preem said. “You have done well today.”

As Sarn left the study, Zenii was already walking along the corridor. He didn’t understand how they did this; somehow, Zenii and his uncle talked on a plane he could not hear. He went to bring in the beggar.

Zenii sat behind the study’s desk while Uncle Preem remained in a corner, his wide leather hat pulled down to hide his sunken eyes. “What’s your name?” Zenii asked.

“Liin, sirs.”

“Well, Liin, my assistant offered you a crown.” Ibun placed a large coin on the table. Liin took it quickly. “We are merchants from Otanic who seek someone to inform us on what is happening in Lowmouth. Are you that person?”

“What’s fars me’s.”

“I will pay half a crown for information about ships coming in and a crown for news about the royal family or Harpin’s wizards.”

“Aye, sirs. I’s ya man.”

“For another crown, I want you to give my assistant a walk through the tunnels under the warehouses.”

“Tunnels?”

“Yes, we already know about them. We’re no different than any merchant who deals with smugglers, so we wish to determine how safe they move their contraband.”

“It cans be dangerous, sirs,” Liin said, looking nervous.

“We believe you know your way, Liin, so you can avoid unwanted meetings in these tunnels,” Zenii said. Liin nodded. “Good. Here’s the money in advance, so you can trust us.” The crown disappeared into Liin’s pocket.

“Should we leave, sir?” Sarn asked when Liin seemed uncertain what to do. Zenii flicked his hand, indicating for them to leave.

Outside the house, Sarn introduced himself before asking where they should go. Liin set off toward the warehouses. Sarn walked beside him.

“Follow me’s, ya fool. It looks wrong ta be’s togetha.”

Sarn dropped back to trail Liin from ten paces behind. Liin ducked into a narrow street before descending steps into a storeroom. After taking a lit torch from a wall sconce, the boy led Sarn to a door that opened onto a short ramp down. A fetid odor greeted Sarn’s nose. He was underground for the first time. None of his imaginary adventures were like this.

At the incline’s bottom was another unlocked door. “Holds this.” Liin gave the torch to Sarn, pointing to stand away from the doorway. Liin opened the door cautiously, peeking inside. “We’s clear.” The beggar slipped through, telling Sarn to wait. Liin stepped back out, saying, “No lights. We’s can go.”

Sarn accompanied Liin into the tunnel. He stood on a brick shelf built into the side of a rounded brick tube. Over the shelf’s edge, he saw black water with small ripples reflecting the torch light. This was the hell of his dreams. Liin was unfazed by the tunnels. He jumped off the shelf into the water. With some trepidation, Sarn followed the boy. Though the water only reached halfway up his calf, he hated to think what could hide in its blackness.

The place was cool, dank, and smelled like rotting meat. “Dead bodies,” Liin replied when Sarn asked about the stench. The platform stood two feet above the tunnel floor, where Sarn saw a few barrels stored. Liin avoided making too much noise as he sloshed through the water. Sarn mimicked his care, thinking of the rare times he hunted with his father in the forests around Clovermouth.

Soon he was in a larger channel. “This be’s tha tunnel ‘tween them warehouses. Sees thems doors?”

“Aye,” Sarn replied. The doors were on the shelves. Each was wide enough for three smugglers to walk through shoulder-to-shoulder. Here, he spotted many more barrels waiting on the brick terraces. “Are the doors locked?”

“Naw. Ifs ya caught downs here, they’s kills ya.” The tense look on Liin’s face reinforced his words. “I’s goes back.”

Sarn followed Liin back to the door where they entered. He took note of the two turns they made. His uncle would guide them as he could move in total darkness.
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fifty-six
The Prisoner


She had nightmares of Grand Wizard Preem approaching as she hid in Widemouth’s village square. Her head was dizzy, making her want to vomit as he came ever closer. In her vision, she clenched her fists to suppress the nausea as the wizard walked past her. She followed him, hiding in the shadows as he tried pulling off her pear-green beret. It became a never-ending dream of sickness.

Slowly, a nightmare of awareness replaced Brodia’s unconscious visions. She sensed faint light through her closed eyelids, but the sickness didn’t go away with the light. It intensified. At first, she couldn’t open her eyelids, bringing panic. Nothing moved like she was frozen in ice, though she wasn’t cold. Then her eyelids lifted, bringing only a slight increase in light but no end to the dizziness. Unable to focus or move her eyes, she only knew she saw fuzzy gray half-light. She lay on a bed, but when she tried to move her hands, she found no connection to them.

New panic set in. Through the giddiness, she realized she must have had a stroke. She’d often heard of people losing all control over their bodies, making them prisoners of their own minds. Please help me, Gods, she thought. But the vertigo persisted, robbing her of any chance for clarity.

What did she remember? She was in a dark place, holding up dirt because she was a wizard. There was a barn fire. Did something fall on her? Where was she? She slowly recalled what had happened before this mental imprisonment. She was helping the Brotherhood general with his officers. Did they survive? Were they caring for her?

Brodia turned her efforts back to recovering her body. First, she had to move her eyes. As her feeling returned, she moved her head. However, the gray fuzziness didn’t change when she moved her eyes or head. Still, it gave her renewed hope. For now, the paralysis started below her neck.

As she began working on her fingers, she heard the door opening. She stopped moving her head but kept her eyes open.

“You’re awake?” a boyish voice asked. “I brought some broth.” The boy lifted her shoulders while sliding a pillow under her head. “Can you feed yourself?” he asked.

Not trusting her voice, she shook her head. The youngster sat on the bed near her head, telling her to open her mouth. As soon as she tasted the chicken broth, she realized how famished she was. The stranger kept spooning in the broth until he said she’d finished it.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said, leaving the room after lowering her head.

Alone with her thoughts, she examined what she knew. The boy’s voice hadn’t broken, making him less than fourteen. She must get better quickly, so she began working on her fingers. Brodia wiggled one, two, and finally, three fingers. In time, she clenched her fists to fight back the nausea.

A calm tiredness overcame her as she realized she still controlled her body. Soon, she waggled some toes. The dizziness became more tolerable as she accepted it rather than fought it. She looked inward to her mind, trying to pinpoint the source of the vertigo. She couldn’t. So, she accepted sleep instead; she would try again when she woke back up.

[image: image-placeholder]

Brodia’s dreams were less intense. Preem still dominated them, but now he was a source of strength rather than giddiness. She dreamed of fighting wizards or Arrox. Then she dreamed of a daughter with black hair hanging in bouncing ringlets as she ran through a forest toward her arms. As she reached out to pick her up, a magic spear ripped the little girl in half. Brodia woke with a gasp, her body covered in a cold sweat from the nightmare.

It’s just a dream, she told herself several times. To ensure it remained a night vision, she must get well. She was still lying on the bed. She lifted an arm; it was stiff, but it moved. She raised a knee; her thighs moaned but obeyed.

Brodia’s sight remained limited to a dark gray world. She moved her awkward hands to her face, finding a cloth wrapped around her head. Initially, she didn’t play with it since it might be there for a reason. However, her fingers also discovered a metal helmet on her head. She felt around the edges with great care, finding it covered the upper half of her face to the tip of her button nose. The sides concealed her ears, while the back reached her neck’s nape. The healer wrapped the bandage outside the helmet, which was strange.

Brodia returned to testing the muscles in her limbs. After several minutes of moving various extremities, she attempted to sit up. She expected the dizziness to overwhelm her as she pushed up on her elbows, but it didn’t change. It remained a dull, continuous sense that she wanted to throw up like something was squeezing her brain. Yet the helmet didn’t feel tight. She risked swinging her legs over the side of the bed. Nothing bad happened. Still, she wouldn’t try standing just yet.

From this new position, she reached behind her head to untie the bandage. Should she leave it in place? The fact someone tied it outside the helmet convinced her it wasn’t there for medical reasons. Her clumsy fingers struggled at first, but with some determination, her hands obeyed her enough to untie the crude knot.

After her eyesight adjusted to the brightness, she discovered a tiny room with just a bed. Not even a chair. Sitting on the bed’s side, she peered through the metal-barred window. But all she saw was the faded yellow of another building ten paces beyond the window. The colors and proximity convinced her this wasn’t Lastin village or a city. The helmet’s eyeholes blocked her peripheral vision. She patted her belt, expecting to find her ash’tin knife, but it was gone.

The constant thrum of dizziness plagued her thoughts. She wanted to believe someone cared for her, but things didn’t add up, like those window bars. Since the helmet wasn’t tight, she decided to remove it. However, it barely moved because of a strap passing under her jaw. Fiddling with that trap revealed a lock she couldn’t undo, so the helmet had to stay on her head.

Where was her d’dec? She reached out with her mind to find it, but the dizziness overwhelmed her, forcing her to lay flat on the bed once more. Brodia pushed out again, but the vertigo swamped her consciousness. She stopped struggling because her mind punished her whenever she tried. Instead, Brodia began working to locate the source of the giddiness.

With a headache, she could visualize the site that hurt, vocalizing its size, shape, and even color. This trick diminished the headache. Maybe the same trick would work here. Closing her eyes, she reached with her mind. When the dizziness started, she worked to picture its source.

She was doing this when a small boy entered, holding a plate. The lad wore a scarlet sash across his chest, running from his right shoulder to his left hip. The brightness was hard to ignore.

“You’ve removed your blindfold,” the boy’s voice was the same as yesterday’s. The red sash, coupled with the word blindfold created a new reality for her. She was a prisoner, not a patient.

This youngster wasn’t sophisticated, so she acted like things were typical. “Yes.” She was hungry. “Is that food?”

“But you removed the blindfold,” he repeated.

“Of course I did; how else can I see,” she replied, keeping her voice neutral. “Can you help me up?” The youth took her extended hand to help pull her upright. He handed her the plate. “What’s your name?” she asked, staying with the everything is natural.

“Amiil. Red-sash apprentice of the Academy of Wizards,” the boy replied with pride evident in his voice.

“Can you do any magic?” she asked, suppressing her anguish over learning she was a prisoner of the Academy. Amiil nodded his head. “Thank you for the food, Amiil,” she added, wanting to leave this first conversation positive.

“It is my pleasure, ma’am. They have assigned me to look after your needs.”

“All my needs?” she asked, amused at what that might mean for a young boy.

“There is a pot under your bed,” Amiil said, his face flushed a little.

“Who appointed you to this task?”

“Wizard Criv, ma’am.”

“Thank you once again, Apprentice Amiil of the Academy of Wizards,” she said his title with all the respect the lad believed it deserved.

Amiil smiled and went to leave. “I will return for the plate.”

“I hope I’m not using the chamber pot when you come back in,” she said, though she didn’t care one fig for her modesty.

“Oh, ma’am. I hope not, too.” The boy appeared mortified at the idea. “I will knock first, ma’am.”

“Thank you. That will be an acceptable compromise.”

After Amiil left, Brodia ate the bread, cheese, and egg on the plate. She chewed the food to extract every iota of goodness. She would need her strength. As she nibbled, she reflected on what she knew. She was the Academy’s prisoner, while a beginner named Amiil tended to her. She must gather as much information as she could.

Meanwhile, this first encounter was not a bad start to her fight back. If only she could eliminate this dizziness. But she now realized it was magical, and so, other magic should counter it.
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fifty-seven
Amren


After yesterday’s success with the beggar showing him the tunnels, this morning’s instruction brought Sarn his first accomplishment with the magical gripping fist. He lifted a small pebble in the cellar where they did his training. But when he picked up a china plate, his grip was off, causing the thing to fall, shattering on the stone floor. He often felt like a magical baby.

It didn’t impress the housemaid when she found out what caused the sound of breaking. She sentenced him to wash the dishes that evening, while Zenii only laughed, agreeing the punishment was just. Sarn disagreed but kept his opinion to himself.

Later that morning, Zenii sent him to the blacksmith to inquire about the two telescoping wands. As he set off, Sarn realized today was another oppressive one in Jongiloc. Though his village also sat on the south coast, it was never nasty like this. Nothing in this city smelled good or kept the pores of his skin from leaking sweat throughout the day.

On the way, Sarn stopped at the Royal Market with its many bright-colored booths. The markets in Lowmouth seemed busy compared to Clovermouth. He dawdled at the black stall selling leather goods, inspecting the workmanship. He always considered his grandfather’s work meticulous, but the pieces on these stalls were superior. Zenii explained that quality improves with experience, so the city’s size drove more demand, which meant more practice. Sarn considered Zenii’s words were a subtle lecture on practicing more.

The merchant behind the black stall watched Sarn, who complimented the vendor on the excellence of the leatherwork. The man thanked him. Sarn felt relaxed. Though the city’s air was unpleasant, life as an apprentice wasn’t as bad as Uncle Preem warned. Sarn walked out of the bazaar.

Beyond the market was the blacksmith’s forge. He saw the dark smoke billowing from the forge’s chimney. So, when he entered through the large barn doors, he expected to hear the clang of metal being worked, but he found silence. In the corner, the smith conversed with a teenager. The young man had his back toward the entrance. Sarn stopped when he saw the distinctive bright-brown sash across the teenager’s back. Sarn stepped back, planning to return after Harpin’s apprentice wizard left. He took another step away.

“I’ll be with you in a moment, lad,” the friendly blacksmith called out.

The brown-sash teenager turned to regard Sarn for a second before returning to his conversation. Sarn wanted to leave, but it would look suspicious now. He took to inspecting some horseshoes hanging on the wall. Not that he cared or understood the four styles he saw. He gave several furtive peeks at the brown sash’s back, confident his uncle would want a detailed report.

Then he remembered he was here to pick up two telescoping wands. What would the apprentice make of them? Deciding it created less suspicion by leaving than collecting his wands, Sarn sidled toward the door. But he had run out of time.

The two people separated as the teenager said, “I’ll wait then. We can continue after you have talked to this boy.”

The red-haired blacksmith came over to Sarn. “How may I help you?” Sarn mumbled something about not wanting to interrupt the blacksmith’s business. But the smith responded, “Nonsense. The apprentice and I are just starting a long negotiation over prices. We both need a break.”

Sarn glanced at the brown-sash, looking at some of the smith’s tools. He said, “I’m here to pick up some work my patriarch requested. He ordered two extending metal sticks.” The blacksmith nodded, saying he remembered. “Are they ready?” Sarn asked, hoping the red-haired smithy said no. But he didn’t. Instead, he took a pair of rods off a shelf.

“That’ll be a crown for both.” The blacksmith pulled out one wand, showing how its telescoping function worked.

Sarn hastily fished out a Jongiloc crown from his purse. Things would be fine if he paid and escaped.

“What’s that for?” The brown-sash came over to inspect the rods.

Sarn tried to remember the encounter with the yellow-sash on Otanmouth Road. What had the yellow-sash said about greeting him? Then he remembered he had to bow. “Excuse me, sir?” Sarn had no idea what the proper title was for an apprentice from Harpin’s Academy. But ‘sir’ always seemed an acceptable choice.

“This wand-like thing,” the apprentice took the baton to inspect it, pulling it out to its longest length of six feet. “I can make it longer. But what is it for?”

“It’s for my patriarch, who is a merchant.” Sarn sensed the flash of magic from the brown-sash. Days of practicing a neutral face paid off. The apprentice’s attention was on Sarn as he created a simple d’sur fist to hold in front of Sarn’s face. “I don’t know how he uses it,” Sarn continued, keeping his eyes on the wand.

“Apprentice Amren. If I may,” the blacksmith said. “Merchants use these to point to merchandise, tap on barrels to ensure they are full, and I’ve even seen one use it to test the hardness of a cotton bail.”

“Interesting.” Amren changed his d’sur fist to a spearpoint.

It took all Sarn’s courage not to look at it as it floated near his face. But it blocked his way forward. Should he step back? Then, he surprised himself by stepping toward the spearpoint. Amren dissolved it in time to avoid injuring Sarn.

“I hope to become a merchant myself one day,” Sarn said. His smile was genuine as he knew he’d gotten past this test.

“Very well, young man,” Amren said. To the blacksmith, he added, “I would like you to create another three. My Zenii will be interested in them, so I’ll gift them to the other two brown-sashes.”

“Yes, Apprentice Amren. It would be my pleasure.”

The wizard left the forge, allowing Sarn to breathe a deep sigh of relief.

He watched the brown-sash walk across the market before saying, “I’m sorry, Mr. Blacksmith. I have ended your negotiation.”

“Yes. But he’ll return to pick up the three wands I’ll make for him.”

“I hope so, sir.”

“Nifbar, young man. Don’t forget the name or the two wands I made for you.”

“Oh, these aren’t wands, sir.”

“Of course not,” Nifbar said with a welcoming smile. “I’ve heard that a blind merchant is here. Harpin seeks just such a blind man. Tell your guru I’ll aid him in any way I can.”

Nifbar’s words were a dismissal, so Sarn took the two rods. As he left the forge, the blacksmith said, “For old times’ sake, young man. I will help.”
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fifty-eight
Just Pretend


Queen Foliana sat by the fire in her drawing room in the evening. Her ladies-in-waiting sat facing her while Sir Riman faced the fire on her right. Jisana’s rhythmic sharpening of her knives punctuated the gentle conversation. The calming effect of this nightly chore still surprised Foliana after two nights. It reminded her of the needlecraft her mother insisted she do when she was much younger.

This evening, she especially needed the peaceful rhythm after hearing her husband had arrived soon after sundown. Katan was a complication she didn’t want. Even Riman was shocked at the speed of his arrival after she sent the letter saying he would be welcome back now that he had destroyed Baron Rigas’ household and Ricard was home. Sir Riman recommended sending the invitation to forestall any of King Tarik’s plans that could be justified by his son’s banishment from Otanic.

Though she agreed with Riman’s reasoning, she did so with significant reluctance. She wouldn’t invite the foul wretch to her bedroom, so he’d have to find relief elsewhere. Nor would she see him until tomorrow, giving her this evening to prepare herself for meeting the fool. As she sat beside the fire, listening to the rasp of steel on stone, she debated with herself what topic to discuss. After several rejected ideas, she settled on the one furthest from politics.

“Jisana,” Foliana said, keeping her voice soft, “it is time to think of Ricard’s education. You read to him, but we should teach him his letters.”

“I agree. Tresela was Ricard’s age when we began teaching her.”

Foliana knew about Preem and Brodia’s daughter. She longed to meet the little girl that Jisana had spoken so well of. Imagining her out in the wilds beyond Kefnu made her fear for the girl’s safety.

“Good. Then you can start tomorrow.”

“I, er.” Jisana slipped a knife through the front of her dress. Foliana watched Jisana’s face battle with itself over what to say, so she waited. “I’m not experienced in these things,” Jisana said. “There must be others better qualified.”

“My aunt is the governess for Baron Paron’s young children,” Lady Turie said. “If it pleases you, I can inquire into her being the Prince’s tutor.”

“Thank you.” Foliana accepted the advice, which made sense, but wanted Ricard protected by Jisana. After that assassin’s attack, she couldn’t trust anyone else. It may be selfish, but it concerned her son. “I will think about your proposal. What think you, Riman?”

“I would prefer a teacher from outside the city, ma’am.” He would only use her given name when they were alone. “I can make inquiries into the Baron’s governess.”

“I will wait for your report, Sir Riman. Meanwhile, Jis–”

The drawing room door opened before she could complete her thought. Sir Riman was up like a cat, hand on the hilt of his sword. Jisana had a knife in her hand. Foliana caught both things from the corner of her eye as she saw Prince Katan stride into the room unannounced.

“Your Highness,” Sir Riman bowed. Jisana curtsied alongside Turie. Foliana noted that Jisana’s hands were empty of any knives. She was swift.

“My dear,” the Queen said, her voice betrayed a hint of annoyance. “It is an unheralded pleasure to see you.”

“My apologies, my dear.” The prince dipped his head while his left hand rested on the pommel of his sword. Being armed in her presence without her direct permission violated protocol. “May we speak in private?” His voice revealed his anger at something. The man lacked the diplomatic skills of his father.

Foliana glanced at Riman, whose attention revealed his awareness that Prince Katan remained armed. “We believe our dear husband has forgotten royal convention,” she said.

It took a second for the idiot to realize his mistake and unbuckle his sword to hand to Sir Riman. After taking his weapon, her three companions quietly left.

Alone now, she could let out her full feelings. “Lest you forget, sir. Our spouse or not, no one may enter our chambers without our prior blessing.”

“Of course. But remember too, that I am the Crown Prince of Harpin.”

“Yes, And in time, you will be King of Harpin while we remain Queen of Otanic. The rules will still apply. We will need your consent to join you in Harpin while you require our assent to join us here. Regardless of the political realities of our two kingdoms.”

Prince Katan glared. “May I sit, Your Highness?”

“We are in private; you may refer to me by my given name. You may sit.” He sat, facing her. “What brings you here during my secluded time?”

“I only just arrived. My father wishes me to take a firmer grip on the city.”

“And what does that mean?”

“There are rebel sympathizers in Kefnu. We need to dig out these weeds to have a lasting peace.”

“I have heard few details of rebel activity. What prompts this concern by our cousin in Harpin?”

“The kidnapping of our son and his grandson.”

“That was Baron Rigas, who met his end along with his ill-begotten family, according to the reports. For which I do most gratefully thank you, Katan.”

“Who returned Ricard to Kefnu?”

“We found him outside Kefnu’s walls after receiving an unsigned letter saying where he was.” She had settled on this story with Riman. The fewer details, the better. “Sir Riman traveled outside to find him alone where the letter indicated.”

“Has Ricard not said what happened?”

“He is four. His memory is full of imaginary tales of princes fighting monsters.”

“Maybe I will ask him.”

“Of course, as you wish.” She would forestall any visit until she gave Ricard a story he could remember.
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The next morning, Foliana took her son for a walk in the lower gardens. After telling the Queen’s Guardsman they were not to receive visitors, she sat on a bench while the prince stood at the parapet, gazing over the farmlands across the Otan River. The overcast sky gave a hint of rain. When she was younger, she hated days like these that threatened her chance to play in the flower beds. But today, she welcomed the coolness that kept the other Palace ladies away.

After letting Ricard point out a farmer herding a flock of sheep, she asked him about Jisana. The small boy gushed as he talked about her knives or killing squirrels in the forest. He told her how Jisana warned him to stay silent about feeling better when the Harpin soldiers wanted to take him away.

“After rubbing something on your stomach, she urged you to act like you were still suffering?” she asked, impressed with Jisana’s quick thinking.

“Yes, Mama. I know lying is bad, but she said it was important.”

“Sometimes it is necessary to pretend something different,” she said. “You did well to listen to her because those militia would harm you.”

‘I know Mama. I wanted to see you, but I think those men tried to stop it.”

“You’re right. They wished to take you away. But now I must ask you to pretend again. Can you do that for Jisana?” Ricard nodded. She liked the serious look in his eyes. The kidnapping had destroyed his sense that he would always be safe. She regretted that loss of innocence, but she would exploit it now. “Enemies surround us who didn’t want you rescued. But Jisana did it anyway. She stopped them to bring you home. Now they want revenge on Jisana.”

“Don’t let them take Jisana, Mama.”

“I won’t. But I need your help.” Ricard nodded as he came back to where she sat on the bench. Foliana picked up her son to sit him on her lap. “If someone asks how you got home, you tell them they left you by a tree outside the city walls. Sir Riman found you. That’s all you recall. They kept a sack over your head for many days, so you remember nothing else.”

“It’s just pretend, right Mama?”

“Yes, but you must give everyone the same story. Even your Papa. He must not know about Jisana. If he hears what she did, you’ll never see her again. Do you want that?”

“No, Mama.”

“Good. Even a Queen must be careful of her husband. And your father wants to find things wrong here. So he can take you away, too.”

He buried his head in her bosom as he said, “I never want to leave you, Mama.”

“Good. Now describe how they found you under the tree.” Prince Ricard told her the story. She repeatedly asked him to tell it until it sounded plausible, and the young boy knew not to embellish it.
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That afternoon, she sat at her desk in the study, reading the day’s reports. Sir Riman attended to her. Katan paced about the room. She did her best to ignore him as she studied each report, most dealing with harvest projections, mundane but essential stuff. The small chamber clock claimed the time was half past two o’clock, giving her another half a hand before the Royal Court.

When Queen Foliana finished a paper, she made a show of placing it on top of the read pile. She glanced up before taking the next one. Katan was infuriating sometimes.

“You should sit,” she said as her eyes followed the prince around her study.

“I wish to discuss a matter with you,” Katan replied. “About Prince Ricard.”

She took a deep breath before trusting herself to give an even-handed reply, “Can it not wait until after the court?”

Katan didn’t respond. Instead, he said, “Sir Riman. Can you leave us, please?”

Riman looked at her. After lifting her eyebrows in exasperation, she gave him a slight nod. “Wait for us in the ante-chamber,” she said.

“Your grace.” Sir Riman gave her a deep bow. Then, to the Crown Prince, he gave a perfunctory dip of his head. “Your Highness.” She smiled, doubting that the difference pleased Katan.

Once alone, Katan started. “I couldn’t find Ricard in the nursery this morning.”

“We took a walk with him to watch the farmlands from the Royal Gardens. Now, he’s with Lady Jisana. She reads to them both in the afternoon.”

“She’s very young. Did I not see her with you last evening?”

“She is our new lady-in-waiting, my dear.”

“A teenage girl?” he said. “And a total mystery. I could find nothing about her.”

His assertion angered her. “Are you spying on us, my dear? We would remind you that all my attendees are under my protection. We would not want a repeat of what the Defense Minister did to my dear friend, Lady Janu. Nor the kidnapping of our son. Both things happened at the behest of your father’s trusted Harpin Baron.”

“I hear another attempt was made on Ricard recently. However, this young woman stopped them.” Prince Katan paused before adding, “She armed herself in our son’s presence, a violation of the law.”

“Her knife did not violate our edicts since we gave permission for her to carry it to protect our two sons.”

“I heard she carries more than one knife hidden in her dress. They say she wears a baldric filled with knives for throwing. What gentlewoman even knows how to use a knife?”

“It is we who determine what a lady is,” Queen Foliana stated. “Yes, Lady Jisana of Retin carries many knives, for we have asked her to protect our children should an assassin get past our formal guards.” She needed to deflect the conversation away from Jisana. “Harpin seems determined to steal our son away. Maybe the Royal Court in Harpin City harbors rebels.”

“It was not the Royal Court,” Katan said forcefully.

“It is possible that Harpin’s Crown Prince doesn’t know everything being done in his kingdom. You were unaware of any plans to take Ricard earlier,” she said before casually adding, “Or the involvement of an esteemed member of King Tarik’s privy council, Count Quon of Broditch.”

“Can you prove that?”

“No, but we have our own spies.” Prince Katan paced the room again. She glanced at the clock; it was time to go. “Tomorrow, you will find our son in the nursery waiting to meet his father.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”
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In her private drawing room that evening, Foliana sent Lady Turie out to collect her needlecraft from her recreation room in the West Tower. It should afford her twenty minutes alone with Lady Jisana and Sir Riman. She thought about the seventeen-year-old knife-throwing rebel she had adopted as the little sister she only vaguely remembered from her youth. The real baby sister died before her first birthday, leaving a permanent hole in Foliana’s mother’s heart. Tonight, she steeled herself to send Lady Jisana away for her own safety.

“Jisana, Prince Katan has taken an interest in you,” Foliana said. The young lady looked up from her knife sharpening with a surprised expression, asking why. “You are an enigma, it seems. He must suspect some involvement in Ricard’s rescue. He has his spies searching for your history, but they found none, which has only added to the intrigue for him.”

“Did he say anything directly?” Riman asked.

“I deflected the conversation before he could. But I fear he will continue to search for some answers.” Foliana paused as she remembered one of Katan’s comments. “He is most curious about what you hide under your bodice.”

Jisana stopped sliding her knife over her whetstone. “My breasts? A man is interested in my breasts. That isn’t unusual,” she said, glancing at Sir Riman, who could only shake his head.

“Come, my dear. We both experience the fascination men have for our bodies. But we also know that isn’t what interests him this time. He talked about a baldric of knives hidden under your bodice. They stole Lady Janu. I will not risk them stealing you.”

“Ricard was worried today that I would disappear,” Jisana said. “Has the crown prince talked to his son?”

“That is my doing,” Foliana said. “I warned him to keep his escape secret because people would take you away if they realized what you did. And I believe it is true.”

Jisana went back to sharpening her knife. “I see. What should I do?”

“Can you stay outside the Palace until he returns to Harpin?”

“Yes, we have several secret places I can sleep. But I will not remain hidden as we plan to assassinate General Beton.”

“We should delay that until Katan has gone.”

“It may distract him, ma’am,” Riman suggested. “Take his attention away from the Palace. If he suspects Jisana, he must also suspect you because you defended her.”

“I am not sure,” Foliana said. She was feeling things moving beyond her. By warning Jisana, she hoped to protect her, but now the plucky teenager was planning a dangerous assassination.

“I am here to create trouble. It is what I promised someone I’d do," Jisana said. "I trust others will cut off the dragon’s head. I must ensure its eyes look at me rather than the blade about to kill it.”

Foliana was about to argue the point further, questioning whether killing one minister would make such a difference. But her Rock spoke before she could gather her ideas.

“How long do you need?” he asked. “And how will we contact you?”

“Two days. Just leave a message for me at the Queen’s Maid tavern,” she replied. “I’ll check there each day. If I need to reach you, I’ll place a note at the rose bench.”

The room fell into silence as Jisana put away her knife. They were waiting for Queen Foliana to speak, but she delayed saying what must be said. But waiting didn’t take away her dread that she would never see her adopted sister again. “You should go now.” Foliana stood. Jisana stood too. Breaking all protocols, Foliana gave the young woman a hug. “I can never thank you enough for returning my son. May Fortitad give you courage, and Etado give you a long life.”

“Thank you, Foliana.” Jisana still strangled the Queen’s given name. She reached out her arm to clasp Riman’s in a warrior’s farewell. With firm strides, she left the room.

“I will worry about her, Rock.”

“As will I, ma’am. But I suspect she has faced far greater perils than now. Prince Ricard told me she has killed many Arrox with her knives.”

“He loves her. I must decide what to tell him. He will be heartbroken when she isn’t there tomorrow.”

“We all love her, ma’am.”

Just then, Lady Turie returned with her needlecraft. Plans for sending General Beton to the South Barracks would have to wait until she was alone with Sir Riman again.

“Lady Jisana had to retire for the evening,” Foliana told Lady Turie after thanking her for the needlecraft. Foliana sat beside the fire, working on her needlecraft, but her mind remained with the young warrior who had fearlessly walked out into the night. The seeds of war whirlpooled around her. Soon, the current would catch her. But would it drown her?
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fifty-nine
The Second Lord


Several days passed as Brodia regained her strength. She ate all the food delivered by Amiil, her only visitor. The first day, she exercised her muscles slowly as she worked the soreness out of them. Then, she exercised regularly, being careful not to let Amill catch her doing anything more than lying on the bed.

Her view from the one window was limited. Only once did she see three boys rush past wearing yellow sashes. When not exercising, she set herself to find the origin of her dizziness. Several times, she persisted in reaching out, but all she felt was the giddiness. Whenever she visualized the source, she found a dark blue curve or shield over the top of her skull, and nothing she did changed it. The helmet was causing the vertigo, but how? Nothing in her understanding of magic explained this situation. Meanwhile, it reduced her to an ordinary person, her biggest fear ever since she moved her first stone through magic.

Eventually, she received a visit from someone other than Amiil. She was lying on her bed with her eyes closed as she searched for the source of the dizziness. When the door opened without a knock, she knew it wasn’t Amiil. She kept her eyes closed.

“Wake up bitch.” The voice called out. The fixation on calling her a bitch amused her. Had they not yet realized she saw herself as one too.

She opened her eyes to find a young man wearing a bright green sash. Here was Wizard Criv, the one responsible for killing Azaly’s little friend, Jarlina, in Narbend. He had already proved himself a brutal killer.

“Who are you?”

He didn’t answer, not that she expected him to. “I know who you are? That’s all that matters.”

She noticed his tarner sitting in a small sling on his belt. Like Quon, this wizard was her mortal enemy, so she decided to test his character. After a second’s consideration, she took the ‘this is my home’ approach. “How may I help you, young man?”

The sudden flash of anger on his face was her reward. He didn’t have complete control of his emotions yet. A weakness. He recovered, another thing for her to note.

“You’re our prisoner, so I’ll ask the questions.”

After linking her fingers behind her head, she muttered, “Go ahead, young man.”

“Where’s your friend, Azaly?”

So, they knew her name, but she had anticipated that after hearing they tortured Kaan. “Well, she isn’t here,” she replied, exaggerating her look around the room.

“Not yet, maybe. But we have you, so I’m sure she’s coming to rescue you. Along with that little girl. Who was she? Your daughter? Big bitch with little bitch.”

Brodia listened, and though his words sent a chill down her spine, she remained outwardly calm. “Really? A child scares you. I thought the Academy of Wizards had apprentices made of sterner stuff.”

“Sit to face me bitch.” The pitch of his voice rose as he struggled to control his temper.

She swung her legs over the side to sit, looking at Criv, who stood before her. “I would offer you a chair, but I don’t seem to have one.” As she gazed at him, he smiled. “What’s so amusing?”

“You have no idea,” he replied, his smile widening.

It made her uneasy. Then, something unseen hit her hard in the belly, doubling her over. She hadn’t seen his d’sur fist. She curled up on the bed, hugging her stomach.

After a minute, she recovered her breath. “Brave young man who uses magic on helpless women.”

“Soon, your friend will arrive to rescue the big bitch. Then I’ll kill her in front of your eyes. Perhaps your daughter too. Then, I’ll break you to learn everything about you and the coward Lihan.”

Brodia stretched out her stomach as she gathered her resolve. She sat up, facing Criv. “I heard you were skilled at torturing little girls. About your limit, I suppose.”

That flash of anger again. Then he left.

Alone, she thought about Tresela. She hoped Azaly had the sense to stay away from the Academy. Still, she needed to ensure she was ready for any apprentice’s mistake. The crucial facts from today were she couldn’t see Criv’s magic, and he thought she was associated with the long-dead Gray Wizard. Criv also knew she was a wizard, but not how strong she was. It meant that pretending she was an ordinary woman wouldn’t work. It also meant they would keep her alive for as long as they wanted information from her.
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A couple of more days passed before she enraged Wizard Criv again. In those days, her stamina returned, but not her ability to reach past the dizziness. During those two days, she discovered Amiil was a naïve young boy who’d seen little of the world. When she joined him in conversation about the Academy, he said he was amazed that women could align themselves with the cowardly Gray Wizard. Calling the erstwhile wizard a coward seemed critical to the Academy.

It would be challenging to break through such indoctrination, but Amiil’s view of women as ‘gentle’ presented an opening she must exploit. But solving the riddle of her magic was a bigger problem. She was convinced the helmet was the keystone to the mystery. She decided there were three solutions. She could remove it, eliminate its effect on her mind, or slide past its block. However, she’d made no progress on any of these approaches.

When Amiil next visited, she would begin introducing the idea that she needed to let her hair breathe fresh air. Eventually, she might get him to remove the helm. She would only need a few seconds.

When the door unlocked and Criv entered, she was disappointed. “It’s time to introduce you to the Academy’s apprentices,” he said.

She felt the air clamp her arms to her sides. Although she made every effort to reach out to sense his magic, she found nothing except dizziness. Resistance was useless, so she walked behind him as he took her out into a cool but sunny outdoors.

Lined up on the grass were six boys ranging throughout the teenage years. Two reds stood on the left, then three yellows, and finally, a single brown-sash. Criv walked up four broad steps leading to a large stone building. He stopped, facing the row of apprentices. She stood beside him.

“Those sash colors are a little bright,” Brodia noted. “Hard to miss them, even at nighttime.”

“I’m glad you noticed,” Criv responded; the humor in his voice gave her the creeps. “We have decided you need brighter clothes too.” Air clamped her wrists, pulling them out to her sides. “Amiil and Fanop, undress her.” The two red-sashes stepped forward. “I’m leaving your legs free. Should you kick either apprentice, I will let them hurt you.”

“I’ll not do them any harm,” Brodia replied. “I wouldn’t want to spoil the show.”

The reds removed her clothes until she stood naked. Amiil seemed unhappy with his task, Fanop relished it. The line of boys stared at her, but she didn’t care, even winking at those youths who ogled her body the most. Strangely, the brown-sash acted indifferent.

“You see. She’s nothing special,” Criv called out. “A few scars. But nobody you should be afraid of.”

Then Amiil passed a yellow smock to her. She looked like a Daffodil now.

“Thank you for the demonstration,” she said, deciding to turn the tables on these immature boys.

“What do you mean?” Criv asked. He should have ignored her.

“A wizard can only have one lord,” she called out to the apprentices. “But judging by your apprentice’s pants, I’d say they’re still ruled by their cocks.”

“You bitch!” Criv said.

She glanced at him, making a point of looking at his crotch. “Looks like you have a second lord too.”

The unseen blows knocked her to her knees, so she rolled down the steps to the ground. She waited in the dusty grass as the strikes kept coming. After a while, they stopped, letting her struggle to regain her breath. Criv had a nasty temper.

“Nilom, take her back when she can walk,” Criv ordered from behind her.

When she peeked toward the line of apprentices, she spotted the brown-sash step forward. Another name. All she needed now were the three yellow-sashes.
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sixty
The Green Wizard


The Count of Broditch sat in the Academy’s library studying his notes on overcoming the d’dec he took from the dead body of Grand Wizard Sarn seven years ago. It had been challenging since Sarn placed a stronger contamination on his d’dec than his apprentice, Jastur, had years before.

Today Quon possessed all three existing supreme d’decs. One from each of the Midnight Towers. However, possession had little meaning because he controlled none of them. Each contained a corruption that threatened to steal his mind if he used it. The weakest contagion was on the one he’d personally retrieved from the Towers. So, he would overcome it first. He sat alone after banning Wizard Criv and Apprentice Nilom from entering the library.

Sarn’s old d’dec took a while to defeat. According to the notes, he only met success when he slowed to familiarize himself with the d’sur waves emanating from the stone. Previously, he hadn’t realized that each d’dec exhibited slight differences in how its waves behaved. Sarn’s d’dec had changed how he viewed the d’dec, which prompted a surge in his skills, leading to his ability to pull down Kefnu Palace.

After closing the old notebook, he placed the strawberry-sized stone on the table. With his eyes closed, he reached out to feel the d’sur waves. He studied how they interacted with the familiar d’sur waves emanating from his own d’dec. As he concentrated on the new d’dec, he detected Criv using magic outside. Criv was cocooning someone.

Curious, Quon put the supreme d’dec in his pocket before floating to the Hall’s entrance. In front of him was Criv, standing behind the prisoner, Tipini. Criv held her arms out while the two red-sashes disrobed her. Her back was to him as he watched. Criv was following Quon’s suggestion of ensuring the apprentices did not fear her. In the Hall’s shadows, Quon couldn’t hear what Criv said, but he saw the apprentices nod in agreement.

Though he disliked Criv’s approach in undressing her, he understood the idea. Show them she was just the same as any woman while humiliating her simultaneously. She was naked now, her pale body in stark contrast to her sunburned forearms. Quon noted the muscular legs of someone used to hard walking. He suppressed a twinge of jealousy over his own flaccid legs. Still, her well-proportioned limbs had only days to live. The helmet on her head was plain, reaching to her neck’s nape, leaving a fringe of ink-black hair poking out. With her standing before him, Quon noted she was short even for a woman.

Criv released her arms, allowing her to conceal her nakedness. However, she only held her hands at her sides, making no attempt to cover herself. Quon wondered what expression she had on her face. Was she smiling or crying? Amiil climbed the steps with a yellow garment in his hands. He gave it to the prisoner, who donned the yellow smock. He saw it as a subtle touch, dressing her in the clothes of the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. She turned to tell Criv something.

Then, things changed in an instant. Criv used magic to beat her down. Pound her in the dust. It frustrated Quon when he sensed Criv’s fiery anger. The young man had lost his temperate attitude. In those seconds, he destroyed all the benefits of the demonstration. The prisoner had won.

His actions were unsuitable for a wizard wielding so much power. However, correcting him in front of the apprentices would do greater damage.

Quon continued to watch as Nilom helped lift her back to her feet. He escorted the prisoner into the small dormitory building. Wizard Criv turned and saw Quon, who waved his student to join him before floating across the foyer to reenter the library. He was already sitting when Criv walked to his desk.

“What happened?” Quon asked.

“I wanted to make sure the students wouldn’t fear her,” Criv replied. His anger was under control again, but would he realize his mistake? He added, “We will use her as our servant starting tomorrow, Zenii.”

“Good. But what happened?” Quon asked. When Criv began saying he had her stripped, Quon interrupted, “I’m not concerned about removing her clothes. What transpired afterward?”

“She said something bad, Zenii. I would rather not repeat it.”

“Again, I don’t care what she said, Wizard Criv. I want to understand what occurred afterward. More importantly, I want to know that you appreciate what happened.”

Criv stood quietly, washing his hands together. Quon hoped he wouldn’t have to explain this to his student. The lesson was more meaningful if Criv reached the correct conclusion by himself. Finally, Criv said, “I punished her for what she said.”

“Punished? It did not seem punishment.”

“I was angry, Zenii. She disparaged the apprentices.”

Quon laughed humorlessly, “She did? Did she show spirit?” Criv nodded. “And what did you display, Wizard Criv?”

“Anger. I should not have done this.”

“I do not mind you punishing her in cold blood to make a point.” Criv nodded his understanding, so Quon continued his instruction, “You have enormous power compared to almost anyone else in the five kingdoms. Next time, punish her with indifference. She will feel the distinction and know despair.” Criv nodded again. Satisfied he’d made his point, Quon added, “Do not kill her yet. For she is the cheese in the mouse trap.”

“Will that girl Azaly come to rescue her?”

Quon smiled. He knew Criv wanted to avenge Jaal’s murder. But this was insignificant against Harpin’s bigger need. “I doubt she will. If she does, we can torture the truth from her. But I believe she’ll find her Zenii, Lihan. To lure him in, I am remaining out of sight.”

“Yes, Zenii.”

“Though it matters not,” Quon began, “I’m curious about what she said that provoked you?”

“I’d rather not say,” Criv mumbled.

Now this snippet of information was important. So, Quon insisted on hearing what angered his top apprentice. After a delay, Criv admitted to the words the prisoner said. Now, Quon understood why Criv lost his temper.

“She was right, Wizard Criv. It seems three lords do rule you: your cock, your temper, and your Zenii. I suggest you keep that to only one lord. You may leave. I have much work to do.”

Quon watched his student leave the library. He wondered why he struggled to find an apprentice with the intelligence to fight this war. Nilom was a new hope, though he was only a brown-sash.
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Quon was still working to break into his supreme d’dec two days later. By now, he understood its waves, while it no longer snipped at his attempts to feel the ripples with his mind. He sensed he was on the cusp of breaking through.

However, he needed a distraction for a moment. He floated out of the library to bask in the day’s sunshine. Outside, he spotted the prisoner pulling weeds from the hard soil beside a dormitory. Yellow-sash Ginim guarded her as she worked from her knees. As he observed from twenty paces away, Quon saw Ginim strike her twice across her back with a thin stick. Each time, she flinched but otherwise made no complaint at the treatment. She was tough. Once again, he noted her black hair peeking out from the helmet’s edges.

After watching the show for several minutes, an unexpected concern came to his mind. He drifted back into the library, lifting himself to the top shelf of diaries. Since he first acquired his d’dec, Quon wrote a new journal each year. He kept copious notes on his progress to becoming the greatest wizard in history. One day, they would become his magnum opus, the book that would set him in his rightful place as the father of modern wizardry.

After creating six miniature gripping fists, he worked on the intricate lock. Each fist had to do a separate simultaneous task. The trick was positioning them before beginning. One day, he hoped to show the trick to a worthwhile student.

With the top shelf unlocked, Quon searched along the row for the journal from six years ago. This was his favorite, filled with his plans to destroy Otanic’s grand wizard, starting with Sarn the Sage in the early spring. But today, he was more interested in the entry describing the funeral for the wizards crushed under the stones of Kefnu Palace. All three died that day, despite rumors that persisted in a forlorn hope for the return of Otanic’s wizards.

As he sat at his desk, he read about the diminutive Preem. Whom he had met several times over the days before his death. Preem was powerful, a worthy opponent. Black frizzy hair, iron-black skin, and a scar running down his face’s left side. Distinctive enough. Four pages further on was his spy’s description of the funeral. The man described each dead body. Preem was short with his wizard’s hat and purple-striped leather coat. The information didn’t mention scars, but that was reasonable, given the spy got no closer than ten paces. Notably, the skin was the correct color.

Brodia was a young woman. Quon had never met her face-to-face, though her description included ink-black straight hair, a pear-green beret with ribbons, gray-green eyes, and a small scar on her chin. She was the journeyman wizard they called the ‘Green Wizard’. Lihan had fought with her three times, failing to defeat her each time. She was on the short side, too.

Quon flipped back to the funeral pyre description as his concerns deepened. The spy saw a young woman’s body wearing a light green beret. She had raggedy, short, brown curly hair. Quon glanced at the pear-green beret on the wall beside Brodia’s tarner. He found it in the Palace ruins. If that was Brodia’s beret, what was the dead woman wearing? If it was Brodia, why was her hair wrong?

He discovered her tarner floating down the Otan River, twenty leagues south of the city. He had checked the river’s flow to satisfy himself that the tarner began its journey when the Palace collapsed. It had reassured him that day. Now, he wasn’t so confident.

Could it be?

Quon floated out into the grassy practice area where Criv sat on the bottom step, leaning his head back to feel the sun’s warmth. “Wizard Criv,” he hailed. “Please join me for a minute.”

Criv strode up the steps. “Zenii?”

“Describe our prisoner to me. I wish to test your powers of observation.”

“She is short, five feet tall. In her twenties, I would guess. Small breasts, fair skin, with black hair. Scars on her left side and her right thigh,” Criv said. Quon asked about scars on her face. Criv replied, “Only a tiny one on her chin.”

“And her eyes?”

“Grayish.”

“With a hint of green?”

Criv shrugged his shoulders. “I can check, Zenii.”

“Do so.”

Quon already knew the answer before Criv crossed to the dormitory building. His prisoner was the Green Wizard returned. Now he understood where her strength came from. But if she were Lihan’s equal, she wouldn’t be his student. Was she his ally? If the kid was Brodia’s daughter, then who was her father? Could it be Lihan?

Back in the library, Quon looked through his notes on Brodia. One of the entries mentioned that Lihan killed Brodia’s mother and brother. How could they have become lovers then? Could their mutual hatred of Quon pull them together? It seemed unlikely that it would.

Quon accepted that he’d been mistaken to assume those rumors were just aspirant thinking by the people of Otanic. He also realized that she wasn’t a piece of cheese in the trap but the mouse itself. Wizard Criv returned in a few minutes to confirm her eyes included a green hint.

“Work her hard all day. She can start by polishing every inch of our foyer.” He didn’t mention who she really was.

Alone again, Quon strolled through his memories of battling Preem to win the wizard war with Otanic. It had been a monumental accomplishment, one that filled him with pride. But now, the Green Wizard’s arrival had tarnished that victory. She had fooled him. Plus, she had gained control of a supreme d’dec.

Staring at his own supreme d’dec, he wanted to show her that no woman could ever be his equal. He must gain domination over it. Quon returned to the supreme d’dec sitting on his desk. He tried to send small ripples through the waves without committing to entering the d’dec’s darkness. After a hand, he detected a slight change in the d’sur; the d’dec was accepting him.

Quon prodded the d’dec with his mind. It didn’t fight back. Then he slid into its blackness. He formed a simple fist that was by far the strongest he’d ever created. For another hand, he practiced inside the library, creating lifting hands, scanning the land around him, or forming spearpoints. He made notes in this year’s journal. He was like a foxhound in a field of rabbits. Chasing new ideas every minute.

The Green Wizard’s wand lay on his table. Its simplicity had intrigued him; how she could extend it to six feet. He removed Brodia’s supreme d’dec before embedding his powerful d’dec. This would be his new wand. His riding crop he hung on the wall just above Preem’s battered mastyon.

After extending his wand, he scanned far to the south, where he found a d’dec in Lowmouth. He studied the interference, realizing he could distinguish how the waves looked, even at this distance of three hundred leagues. As he had expected, the d’dec belonged to apprentice Amren, but the sensitivity of this supreme d’dec meant he could identify which d’dec he found. He scanned to the west to find the one d’dec in Harpin City belonging to the uncoordinated brown-sash Dlaan.

Quon’s mind returned to the little girl. When he finds her, he will use her to force Brodia to remove the contagion on her d’dec. Then he will kill them both. He must burn that child before she becomes old enough to do magic.

He wrote a missive to each of the brown-sashes in the capitals. He described the young woman, Azaly, and the girl. The apprentices were to arrest the two females or kill them if necessary. Any daughter of the Green Wizard could be a significant enemy in the future.
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sixty-one
Swamp Swimming


Ibun’s sister, Hariano, sat opposite him at the kitchen table in the captain’s house. It had been six years since he last saw his elder sibling. She looked much older than he remembered. But, of course, he kept this to himself. She had missed the dinner Janaag invited them to, leaving her husband to make excuses for her absence. At the time, Ibun felt conflicted between disappointment and relief.

However, she ambushed him this morning, appearing at the captain’s house without warning. Her presence brought back memories of daily beatings from his father while his sister watched.

The large kitchen had a massive stove with a fire pit on one side. On the other side was a working surface beside the door to the pantry. Ibun faced away from the window overlooking a small yard. Behind Hariano was a cabinet stacked with plates.

“It’s good to see you, sis.” Ibun tried to sound casual, but he dreaded this inevitable meeting.

“And you, Ib.”

“Janaag seems a good man.” Ibun was unsure how to start a conversation with his sister, who had let him down throughout his youth.

“Yes. But he’s too interested in making money. Meanwhile, our land is under the heel of Harpin’s cavalry troops.”

Is this an opening, Ibun wondered. “Much has changed in Jongiloc since I finally escaped Pa’s hatred.”

“He told me you’ve been back to see him. Pa said you had a long talk.” She spoke slowly. “Surely you know he didn’t hate you, Ib.”

“He never loved me; he beat me every day because no one tried to stop him.” There, he’d said it out loud. The thing that hurt him most.

“Ma wasn’t here anymore to help you.”

“No, she wasn’t.”

Hariano stared blankly at the cup of steaming tea in front of her. Ibun remained quiet, though he wanted to scream at her. After a long silence, she said, “I failed you.” Her eyes remained on the steam rising from her cup. “I realize that now. I should have done something.”

“Why did he beat me? All I needed was for father to love me. I’ve learned a lot in these six years, Hariano. But never that.”

“He blamed you for Ma’s death. He was mistaken. Men are always wrong about this.”

“But you didn’t help.” His tears welled up as the pain oozed from him like river mud.

“I was a little girl when he said it was your fault. How was I to know better. He kept saying it, and I believed him because I missed Ma too. But I understand now.” Hariano looked at him with compassion. Then her eyes watered as she explained why. “I lost my first baby in childbirth. I’d have gladly died to let her live. But the Gods chose it this way. Then I knew Ma was happy to give her life for yours.”

Ibun had to take a deep breath. Her words forced him to think again. “Did you say this to Pa?”

“Yes. I talked to him at length about you and Ma. He didn’t want to accept my words at first, but when he saw how devastated I was at the loss of my first baby, he came to understand Ma’s sacrifice,” she said. Then, after a pause, she added, “However, I didn’t tell him everything I’ve learned about you.”

Hariano’s comment conveyed a heavy forewarning to leave this remark alone. Ibun didn’t follow his own advice. “What else did you learn about me?”

She had that serene smile that said she was pleased he took the bait. “I met the old king’s physician, Doctor Warlom. He’s retired now. Still, he knew I was your sister. He told me a story about the night Harpin sent assassins to kill King Rullag.”

Ibun involuntarily gasped, saying, “I had little to do with that night’s outcome.”

“Hah, then he was right. You were there. I found it hard to accept. A leathersmith’s accountant was involved in saving our old king. This must be a whimsical tale.”

“I was there with someone King Rullag trusted. All I did was stand in the corner, Har. I didn’t even fight anyone.”

“Then the kind doctor spoke the truth.” Hariano looked him in the eye, goading him to ask. But this time, he kept silent. She wouldn’t catch him out twice. “What do you say?” she asked after a while.

“How did you know Doctor Warlom?”

Now, she chose evasion. “I met him a few times.”

“I sense something else is not being told,” he said as he realized he enjoyed this contest and would have to rethink his thoughts about his sister. “Why would the Royal Physician speak about me or my last night in Lowmouth?”

Hariano didn’t answer directly, choosing to make her own query. “Do you love Jongiloc?”

A lifetime ago, Doctor Warlom asked the same question. He had changed since he answered the Royal Physician on that mysterious night. Today, his answer was more nuanced. “I will always love my home, though I think of things wider than Jongiloc. I consider how Harpin oppresses the citizens of the lower kingdoms. Of the innocent people killed by them. Of everyone’s freedom from unjust murder.”

“And can you do something about this?”

“I do what I can,” he replied cryptically.

“Well, so do I, little brother.”

“And what do you do? Are you a rebel?” he asked. “Is that why you missed your husband’s dinner he arranged for us?

“Perhaps,” she replied, matching his cryptic tone. “But if the good doctor is correct, you can help us.”

It was another hint waiting for confirmation. Did she believe what Doctor Warlom must have told her? “What do you do for the rebels?”

This time, she answered, “I’m a courier. Nothing more at the moment. And yes, I was delivering an important message when Janaag held his surprise dinner for us.”

Ibun took a few moments to reflect on his sister’s confession. “Being a messenger is dangerous. It’s possible that my cousin, Jastur, will want to meet your rebels. We have similar desires to end Harpin’s reign of oppression. But we seek it for both realms.”

“And what can you do?”

He smiled at her question. “I see in your eyes that whatever Warlom told you, you don’t trust. So why ask?”

“The doctor mentioned you’d be a wizard one day. A grand wizard of Jongiloc. What sister can believe such a crazy thing unless she sees it with her own eyes.”

“If it’s true, then you know I am the sworn enemy of Harpin’s wizards.”

“But ...” she began.

Ibun used a tiny gripping fist to lift her cup. The distressed look on her face surprised him. “Are you well?”

“Just a little dizzy,” she replied. Her look of consternation changed to a warm smile. “Thank you, Ib. Now I know you’re a wizard. We need your help.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Ibun practiced using his d’sur waves for perception every day. He could now detect the metal wand when placed inside a wooden barrel. Zenii decided he was ready for the next step – combat. Ibun was more than a little apprehensive as he strolled along a narrow, dirt-packed road just after midnight. The deserted area was dark. Prepio was a quarter crescent, while Stimio’s same quarter ball barely made a difference. Even street robbers didn’t hunt this late.

Preem led him into the storeroom Sarn had shown them and then through the door onto the ramp leading to the tunnels running below the streets. In the blackness, Ibun used his perception to avoid stepping off the small ramp as he followed his guru. He sensed Preem moving through a small door at the bottom.

He stood on a stone platform two feet above some water, which must be the source of the terrible smell. The rounded area was like an enormous hollow tube, stretching in either direction. The lack of light was absolute here, meaning he couldn’t see his hand held in front of his eyes. What did his teacher plan for him tonight? He smiled to himself, certain that some pain would be involved. For years, his father beat him in hate, but for the last six years, Zenii beat him in love. It was entirely different.

“Do you see the barrels?” Zenii asked.

“I sense three to my right and another four to my left. All are on this shelf.” Ibun extended his search along the tunnel. “I also see a tunnel joining this one a few paces to the left.”

“Excellent. Now, we’ll practice. You are to throw some fists at me. Try every trick you can to knock me off this shelf.”

The game was to dump each other into the foul-smelling water. Zenii was two paces to his right. He propelled a small fist at the bulk of his body. Preem deflected it. Ibun could sense the shield Zenii held in front of him. Ibun tried to swing a fist around it, but the shield adjusted to block it. He sent three fists, two around Zenii’s right side and, a fraction later, one to his left. Preem stopped them all, using a fist to knock the last one out of the air.

He could be fighting an Arrox that used all its limbs for defense. Then he sensed a fist coming at him. His shield was almost instinctive as it blocked Preem’s fist. Ibun set his feet to go to war, firing fists at the person he couldn’t see, using his mind to detect the returning volley of fists. What he didn’t notice was the lifting hand that flipped him into the putrid water.

“Up,” Zenii said.

Ibun regained his feet, sending several fists from where he stood in the water. Preem deflected them all. Ibun moved further away, slipping into the joining tunnel before sending his attacks. Preem was equal to the ploy.

“Very good, Wizard Ibun. I believe you are learning.” Preem sent a fist that sprayed Ibun, who formed another shield to keep the filthy water off him. The battle felt clumsy as Ibun fought to visualize Zenii’s constant attacks.

In the pressure of defending or attacking in the dark, Ibun’s mind made a sudden subconscious adjustment. He no longer translated what he sensed into visual representations. Instead, he perceived dangers inside his mind. The barrels were as substantial as the d’sur fist coming at him. All were mere mental outlines. It meant he could react faster, letting his subconscious control his magical movements.

After ten minutes, Zenii called an end. Preem had dumped Ibun twice more, but it didn’t matter. Somewhere in that melee, Ibun’s mind transformed its view of the world in this dark space. The pride he felt brought tears to his eyes.

“Thank you, Zenii,” he said. “I feel like a new wizard.”

“This ability will allow you to battle even a much stronger wizard that hasn’t learned to fight without light. But beware of being too confident in its benefits, for potent enemies can learn it too.”

On the way back, Ibun’s boots squished from the tunnel water. “Is that the plan, Zenii? To engage Count Quon in the tunnels?” Ibun had guessed that Zenii was preparing to attack the count.

“I plan to use utter darkness to give me the advantage.”

Back at the house, Ibun changed into clean clothes. With luck, the housekeeper could get the terrible smell out of his soaked clothes. The following morning, he was stiff from the many blows Zenii gave him. He smiled at the realization he still had much to learn from his beloved guru. Ibun stretched to loosen his muscles as he didn’t think last night’s training would be the last time Zenii worked on his perception skills. At least, he hoped not. Next time, he’d get at least one fist through Preem’s ubiquitous defense.
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Later in the afternoon, after returning from a trip to the docks with Sarn, Ibun found his sister in the kitchen talking with the maid, Morio. The middle-aged housekeeper left as soon as Ibun stepped in. He took some bread from the pantry before sitting with Hariano. She declined his offer to share the victuals.

“It’s good to see you again,” he said. Though this time, he meant it.

She smiled with her entire face as she gripped his arm in welcome. “Morio tells me she had to wash your clothes this morning,” she said with a chuckle. “They stank of swamp water, she claimed.”

“She should be more discrete,” he said, angry that his secrets were being exposed. “Such talk could pose a problem if told to the wrong ears.”

“And she knows this,” Hariano agreed. “But she wouldn’t hold this from me.”

“So, is she a part of your group too?”

His sister responded by asking, “Have you thought more about my request?”

“I have discussed it with Jastur. We will help where we can. But they should understand we follow a bigger goal than Lowmouth’s freedom.”

“Fair enough. We are planning something in a week or less,” she said. He promised to tell Jastur. “I have other news for you,” she added. “Though I don’t know if it interests you.” He waved his hand for her to continue. “We heard the Harpin troops are searching for a young lady with a little girl, maybe her daughter.”

A chill hit him, raising his goosebumps. “Is there a description?”

“The young woman has blond hair, and the little girl has black curly hair. Do they sound familiar?”

“Somewhat. Do they say why?”

“No. But the search includes an arrest or kill. What little child is so scary they would kill her on sight?”

Only a potential wizard, Ibun thought. That last instruction removed any doubt about who they were searching for. But why didn’t it include Brodia’s description? “I will inform Jastur.”

“Do you know these two?” Hariano asked.

Ibun couldn’t reveal too much. “I’m sorry, but I can’t say.” He reached across the table to clasp her hand to apologize for being obtuse. “But updates would be important to us.” As he looked into his sister’s eyes, he realized he saw her as a partner in the war against Harpin. More even than that. He trusted her. “I would tell you everything, but it isn’t only about me.”

Hariano nodded acceptance of his reluctance before changing the subject. “So, tell me, brother. What are you doing in the dockland tunnels? That swamp water comes only from there.”

“Nothing much,” he said, smiling at the memory of three dunkings into the foul water. “Just exploring the area.”

“Well. It’s better if you walk through the water rather than swimming through it.” Her smile matched his. Why didn’t they have this relationship before? But the answer was obvious – they weren’t mature enough then.

“Thank you. I’ll do better next time. Do your rebels use those tunnels?”

“No. The smugglers have no patience for trespassers on their territory.”

“Have you asked them?” She nodded yes. “And they don’t support your cause?”

“They care about making money. Harpin’s taxes make their smuggling more lucrative. Tavern owners pay a higher price to avoid those fees.”

“Greed is morality’s arch enemy.”

“As you say,” she agreed. “How can you use the tunnels without tangling with the smugglers. These men wouldn’t hesitate to kill trespassers before tossing their bodies into the River Low. I’ve only just met my new brother. I don’t want to lose him yet.”

Ibun knew the smugglers would never find them since they practiced in total darkness. However, he limited himself to a simpler explanation that also conveyed Jastur’s danger to ordinary people. “They are wise enough not to bother us.”

Over the rest of the afternoon, he talked with his sister about Harpin’s rule over Lowmouth. He didn’t consider it an inspiring story as the king capitulated most of his kingdom’s control without a fight.

Over the next few nights, Ibun went swimming in the tunnel rivers several times. Preem set up a game of hide and go seek. Whether Ibun was the hider or the seeker, the game always ended in him taking an involuntary swim. Zenii finally declared his training over when it took Preem thirty minutes to dump him into the water. By then, Ibun relished combat in the utter darkness.
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sixty-two
Tales and Revelations


It had been five days since Criv had her dressed in this Brotherhood smock. Five days of endless beatings. A yellow-sash worked her all day, using a thin switch to beat her. They struck her for being slow or fast or merely to remind her they were still there. Brodia learned all their names.

Krillip was the smallest. He was also the one most interested in what was under her smock. She caught him a few times trying to peep when she got up from her knees.

Once she had challenged him, “Lift it up, then.” The boy stepped back, lifting the switch in his left hand to strike her. “C’mon. I see you peeking. No one else is here.” She stood facing him, daring him. The youth turned away.

Today was different, though. Today, the brown-sash carried the switch, ordering her from the small room where she slept. She didn’t say a word as he led her across the grassy training area in front of the main building. With luck, he’d take her in there. She was curious about whatever lay beyond the tall doors locked at the top, but not today as he took her to the other dormitory that butted onto the open area’s side.

“Clean this,” he said after taking her to a bedroom no bigger than her prison.

Brodia filled the bucket he gave her before scrubbing the stone floor. It wasn’t much different than her chores at the family farm. The one big difference was her knees weren’t as indifferent to her weight.

Working at her usual pace, she waited for the inevitable strike from the switch. But nothing came. When she next rinsed out her cloth, she glanced back to see the brown-sash sitting in a chair, watching her. He didn’t have that lecherous look like Krillip. His expression was one of mild indifference. Could she find an opening to talk?

Over these last days, she heard rumors about Tresela. Some thought the little girl was Azaly’s daughter, others claimed she was the mother. However, the scariest whispers were about Quon sending a proclamation that the authorities were to arrest or kill the child on sight. It heightened her need to escape but didn’t help solve this helmet’s riddle. Nothing she did broke through its shield. By now, she accepted the nausea as the biggest clue. She searched for a gap in the armor each night, using the dizziness to gauge the helmet’s resistance to her magic.

In some spots, the giddiness was milder; in others, it was intense. Over the days, Brodia became familiar with the helmet’s map of effectiveness but hadn’t found a flaw she could exploit.

She glanced at the seated brown-sash. “Your name is Nilom,” she said, half as a question.

“And yours is Tipini.”

“The others beat me all day. Why not you?” She expected her query would prompt a quick demonstration he could use the switch. But he didn’t. “As a brown-sash, unnecessary cruelty is beneath you. Is that it?”

“Something like that.” Nilom’s voice was a little high-pitched, making him sound younger. An impression enhanced by his baby-boy looks.

“Wizard Criv is a green-sash,” she observed, deciding to keep the discussion going as she cleaned the gray stone floor. “Violence does not appear beneath him.”

“It’s you who are the mean one. After all, you do the coward Lihan’s bidding. I’ve been told tales of what you did.”

Brodia concentrated on cleaning the floor for a few minutes before responding to this unexpected statement. “Nilom, I haven’t heard these stories. What am I or Lihan supposed to have done?” Nilom shook his head, so she asked again, “I’m asking because I’m unaware of what they accuse me of. Indulge me.”

“The coward Lihan murdered an entire regiment of soldiers. Spearpoints through their hearts while you helped him.”

Brodia recognized the deceased Gray Wizard, or Lihan, couldn’t have done this. But she wouldn’t reveal Lihan’s death at her own hands, not yet. But this story about the Harpin regiment was interesting, especially if it happened. “Lihan killed my family. I have only worked to help people.”

“That’s what you say. But I have learned otherwise.”

“Lihan sent a spearpoint through my little brother’s throat when he threw a rock. He then cut through my mother’s chest when she went to save my brother,” Brodia said calmly. “It’s true because my eyes saw it.” She glanced at Nilom again. Good, he is uncertain. “Did you see the Harpin soldiers killed?”

He said it happened before he became an apprentice two years ago. But he admitted it happened shortly before the Night of Magic Spearpoints, claiming the Otanic deaths were justified retaliation for murdering Harpin troops.

“A rather convenient development,” she said after he completed his tale. “This killing of one regiment gave Quon the excuse he needed. Why would Lihan murder troopers if he’s a coward who simply wanted to disappear?”

“What are you implying?”

“You comprehend what I’m saying. It’s for you to decide if my words strike true.”

“You’re just our prisoner,” Nilom said, leaning forward in his chair. “We’ll kill you soon.”

“Yes. And you may be the wizard who does it. But how to do it? A spearpoint, nice and quick, or will you carve me like a roasted chicken?”

“Whatever my Zenii orders. You’re a woman, so you wouldn’t understand loyalty or power.”

She smiled as she scrubbed the floor. “Propaganda, Nilom. Nothing more. You can create two spearpoints, a single split.” He nodded. She saw the pride in his face. “Did you accomplish this split quickly?”

“Only two years, they say I’m strong in magic.”

“I managed a single split in under a year and the double a month later.” She glanced back again. He stared at her, but not in pity; now he looked uncertain.

He stood to pace the room while she continued to scrub the floor. After a minute, he asked, “Are girls stronger then?”

“I don’t think it matters,” she replied, knowing Preem’s strength. “My only student has just begun her learning.”

“The girl that’s coming to rescue you?” he asked. “The mother of the little girl they search for?”

She smiled at his error but wouldn’t correct him. However, she defended her student. “Azaly’s too smart to walk into the bear’s den; she’ll stay away.”

“Azaly? Did you say her name’s Azaly?” he asked. She nodded as she watched his agitated pacing. “Then she can’t be the mother.”

“Do you know her?”

“I … I … I,” he stumbled. Then he exclaimed, “Of course not.”

“Perhaps you know another girl by the same name. Well, I want you to learn her name, so you’ll appreciate whose arms or legs you’re pulling off, should it come to that.”

“I would never –”

“But you would if your Zenii ordered it.”

Nilom stepped toward her. She waited for the beating, but he said, “C’mon. I’ll take you back.”

They returned to her room in silence. Lying on her bed, Brodia revisited the exchange in her mind. It clarified that Quon was a merciless bastard who was more than prepared to kill his own side to further his ambitions. She wondered if Nilom would realize that too.
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sixty-three
A New Power


The wagon rumbled along the road as it had for the last ten days since leaving Lastin with Azaly and Tresela. Azaly had spent most of that time sitting on a sack of oats in the wagon’s bed, learning to control the d’sur waves streaming from her wand. Tresela was relentless. She joined Azaly inside her d’dec, going through the techniques. Azaly asked several times if this was the normal teaching pace, but Tresela only replied this was how she learned from Papa.

Eight days ago, they passed through the small village of Jopobir. Here, Tresela used a lifting hand to support a broken wagon while Azaly pretended to hold up the axle with Krim. The lightness of the cart amazed Corporal Krim.

The wife of the farmer trapped under the wagon offered them a crown, but before the corporal could take it, Azaly said they needed no payment to help a fellow traveler. Krim had a sour expression for the whole day. Without discussing it, Azaly had fallen into the wizard’s lore of helping the needy wherever they went.

This morning, he drove them through Twin Rocks. It had been over two months since she first visited the settlement. It could have been a lifetime ago. That first time, she’d feared every Harpin soldier she saw. Now, she imagined driving a spearpoint through each man’s heart. She only held contempt for them now.

They hadn’t dallied in Twin Rocks, filling their water pouches at the village pump, before buying fresh bread and cheese from the poorest merchants in the market. Then Krim drove them along the Kefnu Road.

She should catch her first hazy sighting of the two towers in the Queen’s Keep in a few days. But for now, she sat in their wagon’s bed, going through her afternoon lessons with Tresela. For a hand, she worked on improving her strength with her wand stuffed in her boot, out of sight. Despite the cooling breeze, Azaly was sweating from the effort to levitate the sack of oats with Tresela sitting cross-legged on top. After five minutes, she lowered them back onto the wagon’s floor. She leaned against the side with her eyes closed.

So much had happened in those two months since her first visit to Twin Rocks. Was it true she’d only been with the Green Wizard for one of those months? Only four weeks with the hero of her childhood dreams. Thirty days of joy mixed with trepidation. Tears began forming as she regretted not using that time better.

“Is something wrong?” Tresela asked from the wagon’s other side.

Not wanting to bring fresh tears to her charge’s eyes, Azaly shook her head. “Just a piece of dust,” she explained.

“Let’s play with the dolls,” Tresela said, pulling out the two puppets they bought in Jopobir.

Although exhausted, Azaly formed the single split of her d’sur fist to maneuver the yellow toy. Tresela used her four d’sur fists to manipulate the orange doll. They moved them in a make-believe dance. The orange puppet danced with elegance compared to Azaly’s clumsy moves. Still, the game was an excellent challenge as she struggled to duplicate Tresela’s effortless control.

They sat facing the wagon’s back to hide the magical dolls should Krim glance back. Tresela moved each of her doll’s limbs while Azaly used her two gripping fists to manage the head and torso. Around the toys gyrated, bringing many delighted squeals from Tresela. Azaly would do everything to protect her Zenii’s only child. More tears formed as guilt threatened to push her down. She should have been killed, not the Green Wizard.

“Can I rest?” she asked, releasing her gripping fists so the yellow figurine sagged into a disjointed heap. Her stamina was improving, but she was mentally spent after training for three hands each morning plus more each afternoon. But Tresela had more to teach her.

“Did you feel that?” Tresela asked. Azaly shook her head, confused by the question. “In the stone. Did you notice that change?” the girl asked. “Sense it again.”

Azaly concentrated on her d’dec’s inside with the presence of Tresela’s mind. Something shifted as if Tresela’s mind warbled.

“What did you do?” Azaly asked her teacher.

“It is how I talked to Mama. It is like the sound of my words. This is ‘yes’.” Azaly felt a long warble with a short rise at the end. “And this is ‘no’.” A short, hard flutter.

“That’s unbelievable,” she whispered, understanding the depth of Tresela’s loss. She wanted to hug the little girl who often acted like a young adult.

“You practice now. Are you hungry?”

Yes. Azaly sent, thrilled at this new idea.

“Did you love Kaan?”

She pulled a long face as she sent, No.

“What about Krim?” Tresela whispered, glancing at the driver, blissfully unaware of the magic being wielded a few feet away.

Azaly laughed. No.

“Do you love anyone else?”

Azaly thought for barely a moment. Yes, she sent.

“Who?”

“You and your Mama ... I’m sorry,” she said when Tresela’s eyes began to tear up.

Tresela rubbed her eyes. “Anyone else?”

Yes.

“Who?”

But Azaly shook her head no. She wanted to keep his name secret. “Did you talk to your Papa like this?”

Yes. Tresela replied. “I found him, Az. Far away, but I know where Papa is.”

Azaly glanced back at Krim to make sure he wasn’t listening. “And you can talk?”

Yes.

“Did you tell him?”

Yes. “He was very sad.”

This time, it overwhelmed Azaly and she reached out to Tresela, who climbed onto her lap. They sat there holding each other. After a while, Tresela murmured, “Papa wants us to go to him.”

“What about Kefnu?”

No. “They are looking for us. They have our descriptions, Papa said.”

Those words chilled Azaly. “Are you sure?”

“Young woman with blond hair, a little girl with black curly hair,” Tresela said so softly that Azaly barely heard her. “They are to arrest or kill us.”

They rode on in silence for several minutes before Tresela asked her, “Do you want to learn more words?”

Yes.
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With the sun just above the Western Mountains behind them, Azaly spotted Kefnu’s twin towers. After three days of practicing d’dec speech with Tresela, she could converse simply. You would like Kefnu, she sent to her charge. But Tres shook her head, reminding Azaly that her Papa said she shouldn’t go there as Harpin searched for them.

It had taken a day before Azaly realized the warbles matched how people spoke the words, making it an interpretation of sound rather than a new language. Her struggles came from trying to send an unfamiliar word. Her judgment was always off, causing her teacher to whisper, “What did you try to say?”

The Kefnu road snaked through the fields with grassy crops growing in neat lines. Bushes on its sides prevented her from seeing far along the road behind them. But then, on a straight section, she saw something approaching them. She could pick up flashes of light.

“Something’s approaching,” she called out to Krim, who glanced back.

“Five men on horses,” Tresela said.

“They must be Harpin troops,” Krim said. “Everyone, let me do the talking.”

Azaly sensed Tresela using her magic. Then she said, “Papa says I should hide.”

Azaly stacked the oat sacks on top of each other. “Lie behind these and pretend you’re asleep.” Once Tresela was lying down, Azaly pushed the top sack to partially cover the girl before sitting beside Krim. With luck, the soldiers would just ride past them on the way to Kefnu. She glanced back; she could count the five men silhouetted against the setting sun.

The horsemen passed on either side of the cart. Now she saw the dusty blue uniforms. Four of the men carried lances pointing toward the sky.

“Pull up the wagon,” the soldier without a lance ordered.

Krim pulled back on the reins, slowing the two horses. “Yes, sergeant?” Krim asked once the wagon had stopped.

“Where are you going?”

“Kefnu. To pick up supplies for our farm.” Krim pointed with his hand back the way they’d come. “Our farm’s three leagues back there.”

“That ring,” the Sergeant said, noticing Krim’s bronze signet with three pins inside a ring. Too late, Krim tried to hide his hand. “That’s the Brotherhood symbol.”

Three lances lowered. Two pointed at Krim, while one pointed at her, so she froze.

“I once was a member,” Krim said casually. “But that was years ago.”

“What’s your name, woman?” the Sergeant asked her. Azaly hesitated, trying to think of a fake name. She took too long. A soldier tapped the wagon’s side. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the fourth soldier had his lance pointed at Tresela.

“Hey, Sarge. This little girl meets the description.”

When Azaly turned back to watch the sergeant, she felt the lance’s sharp tip press on her chest, just above her breasts. She dared not move.

“This bitch meets the other description,” the Sergeant said. “Get down. You’re under arrest.”

“What did we do?” Krim maintained the subterfuge of an innocent farmer.

The sergeant gave a backhand swipe across Krim’s face, knocking him off the wagon’s seat. “We have orders. We can take you in, alive or dead.” Azaly felt the spear’s tip through her clothes; it only needed a little shove to kill her. Looking into the soldier’s eyes left no doubt that he’d give that extra push. “It’s safer to bring in three bodies that can’t run away.”

“We’ll get down,” Azaly said, hoping to save Tresela from these brutes. “Please don’t hurt us.”

By sunset, the men had tied Azaly to one of the wagon’s wheels. The soldiers had removed the wand from her boot, leaving her cut off from magic. Little Tresela sat beside her, tied to a different spoke on the same wheel. They’d secured Krim to the other wheel. They all faced the soldier’s small campfire. Azaly could count four Harpinians around the fire. The fifth must be doing sentry duty.

If she could get near her wand, she could do something. But she’d have to convince these troopers to untie her first.

“Are you going to feed us?” she called out. But the sergeant said no. “I have to pee,” she tried.

“Piss on yourself then.”

“Papa says to wait,” Tresela said softly.

Azaly had forgotten about Tresela’s d’dec she kept in her boot. The soldiers hadn’t bothered to search her very well. Azaly reached out for Tresela’s stone, barely in her range. “Can you move your foot closer?” Azaly said.

Tresela moved her right boot before sending, Papa says to wait.

Why? These men want to kill us.

No, Tresela sent. Did it mean she didn’t know why?

“When?” Azaly whispered.

When they sleep.

Relaxing was impossible, so she waited with nervous tension. Salvation was tantalizingly close. Finally, she closed her eyes to concentrate on Tresela’s d’dec. She began forming a spearpoint to cut her bonds, but Tresela stopped her d’dec obeying. How did she do that?

Papa ... said ... wait. Came the message through the d’dec.

Eventually, the sounds of the soldiers grew faint. She opened her eyes, the men were bedding down, it wouldn’t be long. One got up at the sergeant’s order to relieve the sentry who sat on the wagon’s bench.

Another hand passed before Tresela whispered, “We go now.” Azaly noticed the ropes binding her hands release. A second later, her wand landed in her lap. Then a lifting hand raised her a foot off the ground, moving her like furniture. She tried to wriggle. Don’t move, Tresela sent. We fly while man looks away.

When the campfire was a glow in the near distance, Tresela landed. Though it delighted Azaly that she was free from the horrid soldiers, she realized they still held Krim captive. She asked if they were rescuing the corporal.

“Papa says it’s too dangerous,” Tresela said. When Azaly pointed out that they could kill all the Harpinians, Tresela responded, “Papa says no killing the troops. It will mean a big search.”

Azaly couldn’t leave Corporal Krim. He’d been kind and had tried nothing untoward. “I can’t leave Krim, Tres. We can’t leave him.” Tresela shook her head no. “I know your Papa said. But he isn’t here. He didn’t see Krim help us. He isn’t Krim’s friend like we are.” Tresela said nothing, so Azaly continued, “Your Mama wouldn’t abandon a friend.” Which was a sneaky thing to say, but she was desperate. “Wizards never forsake their friends.”

“How do we do it?”

“Can you untie him from twenty paces away?”

Yes.

“We only release him, then it’s on him to run away.”

Tresela flew them back, and they lay hidden on the opposite side of the roadbed. Azaly sensed Tresela’s magic as she untied the ropes holding Krim. Then she prodded him awake.

“That’s all Papa will let me do, Az. He’s mad at me for not doing as he said.” Tresela flew them away again.

Azaly wished they could have done more for Krim. As Tresela lifted them, Azaly asked where they were going.

“Across the river. Papa says we have to go around the capital. We must go ten leagues beyond the city. They won’t seek us on the other side.”

Azaly relaxed to let this little girl take them to safety. Somehow, a five-year-old girl had become a powerful wizard.
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sixty-four
Rebel Cause


Preem sat at the kitchen table in the captain’s house, opposite the sole window that peered onto the cramped yard. Facing a window was a waste for a blind man. Two days ago, after completing Ibun’s swamp-tunnel training, he made surprise contact with Tresela. Somehow she could cross the gap of two hundred leagues to reach his d’dec. However, her news was terrible. Brodia gone! He still wouldn’t accept she was dead.

If his eyes still worked, he would have cried. For Brodia pulled him up from the deepest despair when he lost his sight. She not only gave him his life back but also his life’s love in little Tresela.

Ibun took the information hard. But something in Preem’s psyche refused to accept it. Tresela hadn’t seen her body, so he doggedly held out hope. Still, his plans must assume Brodia was now within the Halls of the Gods.

The Four Crowns’ original plan was to grow stronger before they engaged Quon, but instead, they were weaker. Can I continue to wait?

He just wanted to fly north to avenge Brodia with every ounce of energy, a foolish waste of his life. To fight in Quon’s homeland meant he would have to use part of his magic to ‘see’ the count, while nothing would hamper his enemy. It was a foolhardy plan.

No, he had to think of Tresela too. Harpin knew about her, realized what she looked like, and had sent orders to kill or capture her. His heart wanted to protect her, but leaving Quon alive meant he couldn’t guarantee that either.

His original plan was to torment Quon in the Lowmouth’s tunnels, using his blindness to pick apart the murderer. In time, he would weaken the count while Brodia destroyed the Academy in Harpin. They would nibble away Quon’s advantages until they could kill the bastard. But now he had to destroy the count before he found Tresela. To do that, he had to convince Quon to visit Lowmouth.

That his precious Tresela could reach over two hundred leagues to communicate with him was amazing. When this was done, he would have to explore her powers. Meanwhile, that communication was a benefit he must take advantage of.

Ibun came into the kitchen with his sister, Hariano. Preem kept the wide brim of his hat pulled over his eyes to hide half his face. He sensed she was tall for a lady. She sat facing him while Ibun sat near the stove.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “And I’m grateful for the information about the young woman with the girl.”

“We both work for the same cause.”

“Almost. Sometimes, we may seem to differ in our aims. But we both want to push Harpin back behind their borders.”

“Have you thought about helping us stop the Defense Minister, a Harpinian?”

“Indeed, I have. We’ll help in this mission.”

“Good,” she said, resting her elbows on the tabletop. “We plan to ambush the minister but fear the brown-sash, Amren, will accompany him, which could hinder us. Can you keep him busy?”

Preem nodded. “When is this ambush?”

“In two days, at the North Gate. Presently, we only know it’s in the morning.”

Two days was longer than he had hoped. The more time he left Quon unencumbered, the greater Tresela’s danger. However, he also needed to establish some rules for the Lowmouth rebels. “It would be best if we worked alone on this, Hariano.”

“What!” She stood. “It’s our mission.”

He waved for her to sit, waiting until she did. “Indeed. But your intention is to kill the minister because he is bad for Jongiloc. Killing him will bring retribution from Harpin and a tougher minister. That will cost many rebel lives without accomplishing much.”

“We are aware, Jastur. But we are prepared to pay that price.”

“I would never doubt it,” Preem replied. “Ibun tells me you have an idea of who we are. So, you know we can kill the official as if it is an accident. The bad minister is gone, no retribution, and maybe a gentler administrator.”

After a few moments thought, Hariano said, “I cannot make that decision.”

“I’m sorry if I’m blunt, but we now know when the minister is leaving, so you won’t be capable of stopping us.”

It took time to absorb this brutal fact of working with wizards. Finally, she asked, “Can we observe? Be ready in case something goes wrong?”

“Yes. But it is best to stay in the background. Otherwise, I cannot promise no rebel deaths. I would also ask that you keep Jongiloc citizens away from the gateway.”

“I will tell my leaders.”

“How did you learn the Defense Minister’s plan to transit that gate in two days?” Ibun asked.

“He is going to the King’s summer residence and made arrangements with a cavalry escort for his carriage. The fool fears for his safety.”

“We’ll do it in two days without loss of rebel life,” Preem said. “You may say it is a thank you for the earlier information you gave your brother.”

Hariano stood to leave. Ibun made to follow his sister.

Stay here, Preem sent to Ibun.

“We wait for your answer, Har,” Ibun said as he sat back down. She left. Once they were alone, he asked, “Is this a part of your plan, Zenii?”

“I have adjusted my plans since learning of Brodia’s end.” He paused to gather his emotions. “I shall bend this mission to fit my new plan. We have a chance which I cannot let go untried. Brodia is gone, making us weaker. So, we’ll set a trap to win this war in two days.”

What he feared most was Quon’s strength after six years. Preem was significantly more potent, but was he like today chasing tomorrow, but never catching up?

But first, he must embed his d’dec into the telescoping wand. He needed the extra length. He only hoped that Ibun would not see his planned action as betraying Hariano and the rebels.
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sixty-five
Betrayed


Jisana left the Palace three days ago. Since then, she’d been busy expanding her rebels as she prepared them for something bigger. She now had over twenty people committed to fighting for Otanic’s freedom. So, today was important, as she would stop reacting to events around her. So far, she had been swirled as circumstances churned the milk. Now Jisana would stir the milk herself. Just like she assured Brodia when they were last together outside Castin.

She strolled toward the Queen’s Maid tavern with Haam, her most trusted lieutenant. Sir Riman had promised last-minute details on today’s plot. Jisana approached the innkeeper to ask if she had received any messages.

“Yes, ma’am,” the innkeeper replied, giving her a note. “This arrived for JS late last night.”

Jisana looked at the folded note. The sender wrote her initials JS on the outside. In the years since she left the streets of Kefnu, she had never returned to her family name. Her street monicker, Stray, suited her as a badge of her determination not to allow circumstances to victimize her.

Tapping the note on her fingertips, she joined Haam in the early morning sunshine of what promised to be a clear day.

“What does it say?” he asked, showing his impatience.

She opened the folded note to read its contents.

To JS,

GB arrives at 10. Beware of BS.

SR


“General Beton arrives at the South Barracks at ten o’clock,” she translated. Then she added the cryptic second sentence. “Beware of BS.”

“What does that mean?”

Jisana shook her head. They walked through the narrow streets to the storeroom entrance into the tunnels near the Last Hope tavern. Along the way, she thought about ‘BS’. The additional line made her wish it said something about Clelan arriving in Kefnu. The fool occupied too many of her thoughts. Did she want him here today? The answer was a clear ‘yes’, though she also wanted to keep him safe.

Inside the Last Hope’s abandoned cellar, her other two lieutenants, Todin and Gilano, studied their map of the tunnels in section eight of the city.

“The General’s expected at the barracks by ten this morning,” Jisana said, dropping the note on the map.

Todin read it, asking, “Who or what is BS?” Jisana shook her head with a dejected shrug of her shoulders. “And SR?”

She knew who this was, replying, “Sir Riman.”

“If Sergeant Riman thinks we should be careful, then there’s something wrong,” Haam said.

“Should we call off the assassination?” Todin asked.

Jisana reread the note as if hoping for some clearer insight. On the way here, she already decided she wouldn’t pull back. “We go ahead. I promised someone I’d start the action in Kefnu. Others depend on us.”

“We can’t do anything helpful if we’re dead,” Haam noted.

“C’mon, Haam. We’ve been in many dangerous situations. We both know we only borrow our lives until we free Otanic from the Harpinians. When Quon is dead, I’ll live a secluded life of peace.”

“Till then, we belong to the Four Crowns,” Haam agreed. “But what to do about this warning?”

“I don’t know of a minister with those initials,” Todin said.

“Or an apprentice,” Gilano added. “Though the ‘S’ could be Sosin.”

“Or Brown Sash,” Haam thought aloud.

“That could be it,” Jisano said. “The apprentice Sosin could attend the General as protection.”

“That would make it difficult for us,” Haam said.

He was right, but she wasn’t prepared to give up, especially on her first mission. She settled on a compromise. “We’ll go ahead as planned. I’ll accompany Todin on the attempt to execute the general while Gilano stays here in case we need to get back in quickly. Haam, you’ll watch the general’s approach to see if the brown-sash is with him.”

“And if he is?”

“Try to divert him away. But if you can’t, then stand across the street from the Cock and Hens tavern.” If we see your signal, we’ll retreat.
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As ten o’clock approached, Jisana led Haam out with Todin through the tunnels to their safe house. After Haam set off to intercept the general’s group, she and Todin met the three other members of the assassination party. These three didn’t know the rebel headquarters’s whereabouts. Jisana had decided early on to keep that location limited to herself plus her three lieutenants.

In the room was Emini, a Palace servant who could recognize General Beton, Fluur, an archer who once served in the King’s Regiment before his injury forced an early retirement, and Bromon, a beggar boy who would act as the lookout. Jisana let Todin run this part of the mission, working like she was a recent recruit.

She listened as he gave the last-minute instructions. Fluur was to take a position in the alley opposite the Cock and Hens. He was to watch Todin in the window for confirmation on the General. Todin would be with Jisana in the tavern room overlooking the street. Todin would shoot first before Fluur aimed at the same target.

They left the house. The Cock and Hens tavern was a couple of streets away. Jisana walked beside the limping Fluur. She hoped he didn’t have to make a run for his life after they killed the Defense Minister.

Within minutes, they were all in their places. Todin took his time stringing his bow as Emini stood by the window watching the street. Jisana was there to provide protection with her knives, so she sat cross-legged on the single bed. The boy, Bromon, remained outside the room’s door, keeping a lookout for anyone coming from inside the tavern.

This mission differed from others Jisana led. She reacted to her enemy’s actions in the past, countering their actions by leading raids to free prisoners or break out of a trap. This time, she was the instigator. As such, she had to plan her moves. So, she feared leaks revealing her secrets, causing her enemy to react to her plan before she could execute it. This new dynamic made the situation scary. Not scary exactly, more like the weight of responsibility. If things went wrong today, she was the only one to blame.

“I see some people coming,” Emini said from the window, breaking into Jisana’s concerns. “Four Harpin soldiers.”

“Do you see apprentice Sosin with his brown sash?” Todin asked as he stepped to the opening.

Jisana stared over Emini’s shoulder, but Haam wasn’t across the street. Did that mean the brown-sash wasn’t protecting the general?

Marching along the street were four men dressed in the light blue Harpinian uniform. The older man in the middle wore two golden epaulets on his shoulders. Her heart raced. This was it. There’d be no more pretending after Todin shot his first projectile.

Todin notched an arrow, standing back in the window’s shadows. He aimed down toward the general. “Is it him?” he asked Emini.

“I’m not sure,” she replied, staring at the four men twenty paces away. “He looks wrong. Too heavy, and he walks differently.”

“Are you sure?” Todin asked, glancing at Jisana for her thoughts.

“It ain’t him,” Emini confirmed.

Jisana shook her head. It smelled like a trap. “Let’s go,” she said.

Bromon wasn’t outside the door. So, Jisana descended the stairs with throwing knives in each hand. To her right, Harpin soldiers were already coming in through the tavern’s double doors with swords drawn.

“The cellar,” she called to Todin and Emini behind her.

She turned toward the troops, throwing her knife into the chest of the first soldier. An arrow flew over her shoulder into the second man. Jisana already had another knife ready to hurl when she felt Todin collapse with a grunt beside her. She twisted around just as a club knocked her out.
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sixty-six
Judge and Executioner


Haam sat in the Last Hope’s cellar with Gilano, disappointed that Jisana hadn’t beaten him back here. He couldn’t help but be concerned for that spunky teenager, who may be a woman now, but would always be that precious girl he first spotted beating a beggar boy twice her size. And he’d never forget finding her mourning beside Roon’s dust-covered body when the Palace collapsed, or when she screamed back at an Arrox one day. She was the closest he would ever get to having his own child.

As planned, he had intercepted the minister’s procession from the Palace. After verifying that the brown-sash apprentice wasn’t accompanying it, he followed them. When the general reached the Cock and Hens inn, nothing happened. So, he assumed she aborted the assassination for a good reason. He expected to find Jisana waiting for him in the rebel headquarters.

He picked up Sergeant Riman’s note. Though it had few words, it contained a nugget of information he was missing.

To JS,

GB arrives at 10. Beware of BS.

SR


“Why are Jisana’s initials ‘JS’?” he asked Gilano. “She never told me her family name.”

Gilano scanned the message before replying, “Must be’s Stray. Jisana Stray. It’s tha names we’s all takes, we’s no families.”

“So, you’re Gilano Stray?”

The beggar girl nodded before saying, “She shoulds be’s back now.”

“I know. Something has gone wrong. Ask the street girls if they saw anything.”

“I’s ask tha pokes by tha Cock and Hens.” Gilano ripped off a hunk of bread from the loaf sitting on the table. “For bribes,” she explained.

After she left, Haam searched the cellar, finding no other clues to what happened. The truth might lie at the safe house. After pocketing the note, he left with the torch, locking the door behind him.

The security retreat may be dangerous now, so he moved cautiously through the narrow streets.
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Haam strolled past the sanctuary, taking furtive glances, trying to decide whether it was safe. He saw no movement as the rebels stayed in the back rooms. Acting casual, he meandered past the street corners, searching for anyone who appeared out of place. The two beggar boys he saw acted indifferent to the people moving around. Satisfied that no one spied on the safe house, he strode to the door. Two taps, then three, and finally one. When the door unlocked, he pushed it open. The darkness inside was another precaution.

“Haam,” the doorman asked, “how did it go?”

“I don’t know.” He must be the first to return, making him especially concerned. “Did Todin or the others return?” Of course, he didn’t mention Jisana, as these rebels thought she was an ordinary rebel member. The doorman shook his head, no.

The rebel led Haam along the narrow passageway past the wooden stairs. In the light, Haam noted the man was Drigum, a hardened rebel that Haam trusted. The curtains were open in the back room, giving extra light. Here Haam saw a young woman with a boy dressed in beggar’s clothes.

Drigum introduced Haam as Todin’s friend, who came from the western provinces.

The girl moved to the chair closer to the beggar boy. She was visibly afraid of Haam’s size. “Are you the Arrox Killer?” she asked.

Haam shook his head. “Never seen one,” he replied cryptically. Then he asked Drigum, “Who joined the mission?”

“Todin plus archer Fluur, Enimi, and another girl, Jisana. Plus, the boy Bromon here.”

Haam glanced at Bromon. At least one of them made it back. He waved Drigum to join him in the hallway so they could speak privately. “Who or what has the initials BS? I thought it was the brown-sash, Sosin. But now I think it’s something else.”

Drigum thought for a moment. “I don’t know General Benton’s last name, could it be him?”

Haam didn’t think Sergeant Riman would use two sets of initials for the same person, so he shook his head. Maybe it would become evident as he investigated what happened at the ambush. He returned to ask the couple what they did during the attack. The girl claimed she was in this house with Drigum. A quick glance at Drigum confirmed her alibi. Bromon said he was outside the Cock and Hens to signal when General Benton approached. Haam noticed the boy was fidgeting with his fingers. Was he afraid of Haam’s size, too?

“Did you see or hear what happened?” he asked.

“Naw, I’s nowheres near ‘em.” The nervous boy said, shaking his head.

The boy’s story made little sense to Haam, so he sent him outside to keep a lookout. Haam sat at the table as he revisited events in his mind. Why would Todin put Bromon outside the tavern if Haam was already covering that aspect?

As he ruminated over the situation, he heard the secret knock. Drigum opened the door to let an older man enter with a pronounced limp. “This is archer Fluur,” Drigum said.

“Where’s your bow then?” Haam asked, suspicious of the gray-haired man.

“Had to toss it. Them Harpin soldiers was looking for me.”

Haam asked him what happened at the ambush. Fluur gave a short story about being across the street from the tavern. His job was to fire an arrow into the general from close range after Todin hit him first. But Todin waved him off. “I guessed someone betrayed us, so I left as quick as my bum leg would let me. Had to toss my good bow inta an alley.” Still suspicious, Haam grunted that he took his time returning to the safe house. “I assumed I was being followed, couldn’t lead ‘em back here,” Fluur responded. “Did Todin or anyone make it back?” Haam shook his head. “Well, I sees Bromon outside,” Fluur countered.

“He said he wasn’t there,” Drigum said.

“Sure he was. He was the lookout inside the tavern.”

“Inside? Are you certain?” Haam asked. The old man nodded. “What’s his last name?” They didn’t know, but Haam did. “Bromon Stray,” Haam muttered to himself. Then, out loud, he told Drigum to call the boy in.

When Bromon came into the room, Haam drew his sword. He placed the tip at Bromon’s throat. “Talk, boy, or I’ll hurt you so bad you’ll beg to die.” Bromon shook his head. “We’ve learned you were in the tavern on lookout. Why did you betray us?”

“Please, sir,” the boy squeaked.

“Talk, lad.” Haam’s sword tip didn’t waver a fraction from the boy’s Adam’s Apple. It took all his resolve not to push its tip enough to draw blood. The boy backed away until Drigum’s body blocked him. Bromon’s head reached Drigum’s chest. Haam’s sword was still touching Bromon’s throat. “Talk, or by the Gods, I’ll cut you a piece at a time.”

“They mades me,” Bromon blurted out. Haam asked who. “Shak and his friends. They be’s spies far Harpin.”

“You recognize this name?” Haam asked Drigum.

“Aye. He’s a criminal from around here.”

“Who else did you work with?” Haam asked the petrified boy.

“No ones else. I’s swears. Just Shak.”

Haam saw no lie in the beggar’s words this time. “I believe you.” Haam flicked his head to signal Drigum to step away. He pulled back his sword from the boy’s throat. Bromon’s look of relief was pathetic. In one smooth movement, Haam thrust his sword through the boy’s chest, where his heart should be. The kid dropped like a stone.

It gave him no satisfaction to execute a young lad. But he wouldn’t leave a spy alive, either. Drigum kneeled to check Bromon’s pulse. But Haam knew he hadn’t missed.

The girl scurried into the corner furthest from the action. “You are the Arrox Killer,” she muttered.

“He’s bigger than me,” Haam said. “We must find out where they’ve taken Todin and the others.”

“What can we do?” Drigum asked, standing up from Bromon’s body. His question meant how could a few insurgents hope to free anyone held in the dungeons.

Haam remembered Jisana’s words outside Narbend’s tavern. “We’re rebels fighting to liberate Otanic, and we’ll do whatever we can to free one of us who’s caught or avenge them if they’re dead. While we occupy the city’s shadows, our enemies reside in the light. We must make them fear the dark.”

Fluur nodded in understanding as he said, “We’ll find where they hold Todin if he’s still alive.”

“We’ll find them all,” Haam stated, “including the two women.” He didn’t add that one of those women was the Arrox Killer or that he swore to himself to die protecting her.
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sixty-seven
Interrogation


In baby steps, she returned to consciousness. Her wrists ached, as did her ribs. At first, she couldn’t open her eyes. Though she sensed she was upright, her head hung with her chin resting on her chest. After a few moments, she lifted her groggy head. Jisana opened her eyes to a dank room lit by a guttering torch light.

Her feet dragged on the floor, putting all her weight on her wrists. She realized she had to stand, but her feet wouldn’t obey her. After struggling with her disobedient body, she got her feet under her so she could stand. She wobbled, threatening to tip over.

“You’re awake?” The delicate voice came from nearby. Jisana’s eyes focused to find a girl standing a couple of paces in front of her. Two manacled chains above her head held the girl’s hands. “I thought you were dead,” the girl stated. She sounded both relieved and nervous.

“Not yet,” Jisana replied. She glanced up, finding the same manacle arrangement. “Where are we?”

“South Barracks, I’m guessing.”

“How long have I been out?”

“A while. They’ve come by several times to see if you’re awake. One of ‘em kicks you in the ribs to check. A mean cuss he is.”

Well, that explained her rib pain. Jisana took a deep breath, cursing at the sharp twinge. The bastard had cracked one or two ribs. She continued to wobble a little, using her hands to stop falling to one side. But she improved each minute and soon held herself upright. The woman opposite wore a green dress; her face had streaks of dried blood, but she recognized it.

“You’re Emini, right?”

“Yes. Aren’t you that girl with the knives? Jisino or something?”

“Jisana.” She wondered if they had found her blades under her jacket in a bandolier. She also had one in her right boot. She tapped with her boot, finding nothing but the bone of her right ankle. Damn it!

Jisana wanted to cry. Not from the pain but from failing on her first big rebel mission. What kind of leader did that? A failure! She hadn’t just failed her rebels but also let down the Four Crowns. When she left the Green Valley, she was prepared to die to free Otanic. Now, she recognized that death would be in the dirty South Barracks of her sworn enemy. She expected her end to come in battle after accomplishing worthwhile deeds, not after one botched attempt to assassinate a minister.

She allowed herself five minutes of self-pity. That was enough. Like she told Floman, it only mattered what they accomplished before closing their eyes one last time. So, she began planning to mess with the Harpinians before that ultimate time. Her spirits rose a little. She would not die as the victim of her fate.

Jisana glanced to each side, finding another woman hanging by her wrists to Jisana’s left. This older prisoner stared back at her. Her face was clear of bruising, while her clothes looked grimy but not ripped like Emini’s dress. Jisana didn’t recognize her as one of the new or old rebels.

“What’s your name?” Jisana asked. “And why are you in here?”

“Niamo. They caught me making drawings of these barracks.”

The woman seemed too relaxed, so Jisana ignored her. She asked Emini if the jailers had questioned her yet.

“Once. They beat me.” The Palace servant sounded like she was about to break down.

“What did you tell them?” Jisana kept her voice steady, trying to calm Emini.

“Nothing. I swears it.” Emini’s tone made her lie clear.

But Jisana appreciated that no one holds up forever under torture. “It’s alright if you told them anything. I don’t think I can hold out either.”

“They’re gonna kill us. Ain’t they?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t wants ta die,” Niamo cried from beside her. “I’s got a family.”

Niamo’s voice sounded fake to Jisana. But then Emini repeated Niamo’s sentiment that she didn’t want to die.

“Nor do I, Emini,” Jisana said. She tried finding uplifting words, but all she thought of was something soppy about the future. “People will tell stories about us. Two women who stood up to Harpin. We’ll be in children’s tales about the time Otanic broke the chains of the first kingdom.”

“You think so?” Emini sounded stronger. Jisana nodded. Somehow, she’d found the correct words. Emini added, “I told them about Todin; may the Gods forgive me.”

This didn’t surprise Jisana as they couldn’t keep his role secret. The important thing was the Four Crowns’ information. That must die with her, but she had no illusions about keeping quiet under prolonged torture. She had to ensure the jailers failed to discover who she was. “That’s alright, Emini,” she said. “Provided they don’t hear about Floman.”

“Who’s he?”

“Oh,” Jisana said, feigning surprise. “You weren’t told. Then it’s best you don’t know.”

Silence fell as she tried to think through the problem of staying anonymous. She shouldn’t be meek; she’d have to act stupidly arrogant. Like she was only significant in her own mind.

The cell opened, letting two guards step in. One untied Niamo while the other stood in front of Jisana.

“So, ya’re awake,” he said. His voice had a silly squeak, and he wasn’t any taller than her. He smelled of stale beer and sweat. “I hopes ya ribs don’t hurt much,” he added with a chuckle.

“So, that was you?” She stamped on his foot.

He rabbit-punched her in the side. She sagged in the manacles with a deep groan. “Yeah, bitch. I’m gonna enjoy hanging ya. Perhaps, I’s not pulls ya legs so ya’s strangle ta death.” He released her wrists before dragging her out of the cell.

As he pulled her along, she felt under her jacket for her knives. They were gone. Damn it, again!
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The guard shoved her into a sparse room with a table plus two chairs. He pushed her onto one chair and stood behind her. She took shallow breaths to ease the pain in her ribs as she suppressed the dizziness in her head. She’d have to think clearly for the next few minutes.

An officer entered to sit on the table’s other side. “What’s your name?” he asked. She didn’t respond. The guard slapped her hard. “Your name?” the interrogator repeated.

“Me’s names Jisana,” she said, dropping into street talk. Hopefully, the fool behind her was too dumb to notice.

“That wasn’t so hard, was it? Tell me the truth, and it’ll go easy for you.”

“Ya lets me’s go?”

“Maybe,” the well-dressed officer lied. “Who’s the leader?”

“I’s don’ts knows, does I’s.” The guard slapped her so hard she fell out of the chair. He grabbed her by the shoulders to slam her back into her chair. She fought to control her breathing as her side burned.

“His name’s tha Arrox Killers, ain’t it,” she repeated in her best whining voice. “I’s nots know anythings else, as I’s come ta thems today.”

“And what were you meant to do?”

“I’s a guard,” she said, knowing they must already realize this.

“What was your group’s assignment?”

“I’s don’ts knows.” The guard slapped her with the back of his hand, so both her cheeks burned.

“What were you doing there?” the officer repeated. His voice held no passion. She realized this man felt no more emotion than she felt when she killed that young soldier as he removed his jacket. He played his role well.

Jisana hung her head as if this were her most brutal confession. She could role-play, too. “We’s was ta kill tha Generals.”

“Good, the truth is best.” The man nodded to the guard, who pulled her onto her feet. “You can go back now.” The guard pushed her toward the door. “Oh. One last question,” the officer said smoothly. “Who did you say the leader is?”

“Fucks ya.” She responded. The guard punched her in her cracked ribs. She collapsed to her knees as she hung her head, watching the flecks of blood splatter on the floor in front of her eyes. How far dared she risk taking this? The critical factor was to avoid revealing her lies until the last moment.

“What’s his name?”

“Todin,” she gasped. Not yet! They haven’t done enough.

“We know about him.” The well-dressed man sounded exasperated. “I want the name of the real leader, the one called the Arrox Killer.” The guard pushed her and punched the back of her head, knocking her face into the stone floor. “Be careful, fool. Don’t knock her out. And don’t kick her in the ribs again; I want her alive. Break her elbow or something. Be creative!”

The guard grabbed her right arm, putting his knee against the back of her joint. Now was enough. She couldn’t lose the use of her arm if she wanted any chance to escape.

“Floman!” she screamed.

The guard took his knee away. “What was that name?” the interrogator asked.

“Floman. His names was Floman. But I’s never sees him, I’s don’ts.”

“What were their plans? What was the next mission?”

She shook her head, so the guard put his knee against her elbow again, threatening to snap her joint. “Them’s west barracks,” she moaned. “We’s was ta raid them barracks soon.”

“The West Barracks,” the man repeated. She gave a defeated nod. “You may go now.”

The guard hauled her out into the corridor back to the cells.

“I’s needs water,” she pleaded.

“Sure. I wouldn’t wants ya to faint when we’s hangs ya in a couple of days.”
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sixty-eight
Butcher of Broditch


For the last three days, after her brief interaction with Nilom, Brodia had faced frequent beatings from the yellow-sashes that used her as their slave for the day. Her body was sore, but she refused to show any reaction to their cruelty. Soon, they will kill her unless she finds a way past this helmet or deceive someone into making a mistake. The dizziness that came whenever she tried to reach out had not diminished. Though her tolerance of it had improved.

She guessed it would be Krillip today. The young teenager was the least cruel of the three since she taught him during their sessions. Primarily, she provided advice on how to improve his power. In time, he could become an ally. She also worked on his passion for her body. She gave him momentary flashes to keep his interest. Ultimately, the Academy of Wizards was as weak as its weakest point. And that point seemed to be the tip of Krillip’s cock. So be it. If it worked, he wouldn’t live to remember the experience.

Lying on her bed in the morning, she waited for Krillip, intending to make a lewd comment to test out the small boy’s resolve. A soft knock came on her door. After a respectful moment, Amiil entered. He carried a simple chair with him.

“Good morning, Amiil,” she said, hiding her disappointment.

But he didn’t reply. Instead, he placed the seat at the side of her bed, facing toward her head. Then he left, closing her door without locking it. Curious, she remained on the bed, clasping her hands behind her helmeted head.

Moments later, the door opened to let an gray-haired man float in. He carried a metal wand in his belt. It looked like her own wand. But the biggest thing was the battered remains of Preem’s mastyon he held in his right hand. She reached out to her Zenii’s supreme d’dec, but the helmet rewarded her with a wave of dizziness. Her heart pounded as the foul bastard drifted onto the chair. Please, Gods, give me one small opening.

“Count Quon, I presume,” Brodia said without unclasping her hands.

He lowered himself into the seat. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”

“I would say the same. But then I’d be lying.”

The count smiled. “Do you like the helmet I created for you?”

“It makes it hard to wash my hair. Perhaps you can remove it for a few minutes?” He shook his head with an even broader grin. “My hair feels greasy,” she added.

“Good. It will burn better when I have you sizzled at the stake. I’ll finish what the Brotherhood failed to do.” His words chilled her. Twice she faced this same death and each time cheated it. Did this bastard know her history? “What I find hard to understand,” Quon continued, “is why you became partners with Lihan. After all, he killed your family.”

Brodia outwardly relaxed on the bed while her mind raced. He’d taken her by surprise, revealing he knew who she was. She had to find the best response. “In the end, we had a common foe,” she said.

“Ha. I guess you did,” the Count replied. “Tell me. Is he the father of your daughter?”

“I said we had the same enemy, not that we’re lovers.” She let her anger come through to emphasize her words.

“Lihan is a sneaky individual that few women tolerate.”

“You’re no better,” she said. Then, another phrase gave birth in her mind. She murmured, “The Butcher of Broditch.” It snatched his full attention as he claimed he didn’t hear her. She repeated, “I said, the Butcher of Broditch.”

“Why would they call me that,” he said indignantly. “Ah. Because of the Otanic soldiers. Yes, I see.”

“And because of a Harpin regiment,” she added. His surprised look turned into hatred, confirming everything she wanted to know. “What did King Tarik say when you told him?”

But Quon didn’t reply. Instead, he held up the battered walking staff. “What do you think of your Zenii’s old mastyon?”

She reached out again, but the helmet blocked her. “I’d prefer to get my tarner back.”

“I have that too. Though its stone is elsewhere now. The contamination was weak, as befits a woman wizard.”

“But Preem’s wasn’t,” she said, refusing to let him pull her into his hatred of women. “You couldn’t break it. Is that why you carry it around like a hollow trophy?”

“When I have your daughter, you’ll crack it or watch your child burn to death. Maybe roast is a better way to say it.”

Brodia closed her eyes rather than reveal the pain she felt. “May the Gods give you the justice you deserve.”

“The rewards of war belong to the victor, so when I have burned you to ashes, Wizard Brodia, there will be no memory of you or your daughter. Just as no one remembers Grand Wizard Preem after six years. The history books will strike your names from its pages.”

The count’s threats hung heavy on her as sadness overcame her brave pretense. “You should leave me now, my lord. I tire of your company.”

“Not yet, my dear. Where’s Lihan?”

She forced herself to smile at the silly question. “Not here.”

“I’m going to kill him when I find him.”

“Good,” she said. “Save me the trouble.”

The count made no response. She glanced at him to notice him gazing into the distance. After a few moments, his eyes refocused on her. “It seems I must leave you. Your friend calls for me, so I will end this now.”

Chills ran down her spine. “Where?”

“Don’t fret, my dear. I’ll be gone for a couple of days. When I get back, we’ll have a big fire to celebrate. Just for you.” The Count floated out of the room.

Brodia remained on the bed, her mind rushing through the conversation many times. She had learned several things, while Quon gained only lies from her. But still, the sense that she had lost this encounter plagued her. She had two days to turn Krillip and solve the riddle of this helmet.
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sixty-nine
Sending a Signal


Preem sat on the flat rooftop looking down on Central Way. The crossroads with Royal Street was to his left, and to his right, the North Gate stood forty paces away. The carriage with ten riders from the Jongiloc cavalry crossed below him after turning from Royal Street.

Preem gathered himself for what was about to happen. With Brodia gone to the Hall of the Gods, he felt they had ripped apart his heart. He should live for his daughter, but this game of wizards had passed him by. Now, the mantle must pass to Ibun, so Preem’s duty lay in ensuring he survived to finish the war.

He glanced at his protégé, who used cocoons to freeze the four soldiers guarding the gate. Beside Ibun, Sarn sat watching the street. His young eyes were to look for any innocents getting too close. Previously, he warned the beggars to avoid the massive stone gateway. Preem hadn’t revealed his entire plan to Ibun or Sarn. They expected a large stone to fall ‘accidentally’ and crash through the carriage’s roof.

“Sarn?” Preem asked.

“Still clear, Uncle.”

Preem extended his wand, holding it out to his right. He formed mighty d’sur fists, strong enough to push out the left tower’s foundation blocks. Last night, he removed the mortar holding them in place. Surreptitiously, he pushed six massive stones from the inside wall of the tower. The guards saw this but couldn’t warn anyone. Preem wondered if they sensed what was about to happen. If so, he pitied them.

Meanwhile, the carriage approached the open gateway with its cavalry guard.

The left tower was unstable now, though it still stood straight. Preem detected two men dressed in rich clothes inside the coach with chains of office draped around their necks. Hariano told them this morning that the realm’s chancellor decided to travel to the king’s summer residence with the defense minister. It was an unwise decision.

On top of the carriage beside the driver, Preem detected the d’dec of the brown-sash Amren. He was there to ensure the ministers left the city without interference from Jongiloc’s insurgency.

The leading four cavalrymen reached the darker shadows of the gateway as they passed under the portcullis. Of course, they ignored the soldiers standing rigid beside the roadbed. If they had paid more attention, they may have sensed something unusual.

Preem formed the most potent d’sur fist he could or had ever done in the past. He felt the strain on his mind while he compressed the waves further. He pushed on the tower’s top as the coach’s horses reached the gateway’s shadows.

The tower twisted a little. The horses left the shadows to reach the edge of the drawbridge. Ibun blocked them off. The fortification twisted more as its weakened base crumbled. The carriage driver feverishly flipped the reins to drive the stalled horses. Amren gazed up at the tower, leaning toward him at an impossible angle.

Preem continued pushing hard on the stonework, letting his power radiate into the air. The bottom collapsed as the gate tower began its crazy drop toward the roadway. Amren held up his hands as if these could stop the death that soon swallowed everything in the gateway in a billowing cloud of dust that expanded along Central Way.

Papa, what is happening?

I am destroying a building, he sent back to his daughter. When she asked why, he responded, It is something I must do, honey.

Screams of anguish filled the air. Ibun sat with Sarn in shock at the destruction. But Preem had more to do. He began pushing the right tower, again letting his power radiate into the sky. The stones swayed before crumpling onto the carnage from the other gate tower. Another cloud of dust billowed away, hiding his destructive force.

Something is moving south, Papa. He expected this, so he asked her how fast. Very fast. Papa. You must leave.

I will wait for him here.

No, Papa. You must go!

I cannot. This is my duty now. Tresela pleaded to join him. But he wouldn’t risk his precious girl, the only remnant of Brodia. No, honey. You must stay there.

Please.

I need you to tell me where the flyer is, honey.

In the street, people yelled as they rushed into the dust cloud that continued rising in the air. But nothing could survive those massive stones. Preem never witnessed the palace collapse six years ago. Now, he saw what Brodia must have seen.

He took a deep breath; the first part was over. “We can go now,” he told Ibun.

“Yes, Zenii. But I don’t understand.”

“I will explain it soon. I know your sister will be angry. But this is for the bigger mission of stopping Harpin’s power.”

“No one survived that,” Ibun said, still in shock. “Is this like Kefnu Palace coming down?”

“Probably.”
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Preem lifted them above the rooftops before flying them above the dust cloud at a ponderous pace northward. He wanted the people below to see him leaving Lowmouth and to believe he was traveling north.

Two leagues from the city, beyond the keenest eyesight, he turned to fly three leagues east before circling Lowmouth far out to sea. He landed on the beach, one league west of Lowmouth. From here, they walked along the beach back into the city’s docks.

Preem rested at the top of the wharf’s stone steps from the shore. He needed a few hands to prepare himself. Ibun sat with Sarn beside him, waiting for his instructions.

First, he sent a message to Tresela, Where is the flyer?

Still north of me, Papa. He is moving fast.

Honey, sit still, staring at one tree before pointing your left hand toward the man.

Moments later, Tresela replied, I am pointing, Papa.

Show Azaly. Ask her how much from the tree you are pointing.

She says thirty degrees, Papa.

Good. Now, do the same in one hand. Let Azaly measure the time. Then tell me the degrees again.

He took a deep breath. It would be several hands. Behind him, people were moving across the quay at a frantic pace. The whole city saw the North Gate’s dust cloud by now.

As he sat there, Preem went over his plan with Ibun. He had many arguments against this idea, hating more than anything not being allowed to stand beside his Zenii during the battle. But in the end, he had no choice, so he accepted it.

Later in a tavern, while eating some lunch, Preem connected with his daughter. It had been a hand, so he wanted to gauge the flyer’s speed.

I am pointing at the tree.

Did you move from where you stared at the tree?

No, Papa.

Good, honey.

Can I come now, Papa?

No honey. You must track this flyer for me.

Preem sat, sipping his wine in peace. The tavern was full of patrons discussing the morning’s events. They assumed a powerful wizard destroyed the gate’s towers before flying north. Most individuals agreed the Count of Broditch was to blame. Rumors claimed Quon would kill the king to place a Harpin puppet on the throne. In their anxiety, the civilians had forgotten that the king was already a marionette, or those killed at the gate included the Harpin assigned defense minister and an apprentice of the Academy of Wizards.

Meanwhile, Preem told Ibun the numbers Tresela gave him. It took Ibun several minutes before he said the flyer had moved fifty leagues in that one hand, a magnificent speed Preem wished he could attain. As the battle approached, he felt an admiration for his enemy. Though Preem hated Quon, he didn’t despise him. For the thousandth time, he regretted not killing the count when he had the chance during the royal dinner six years ago. He would get a second opportunity soon. He would do better this time.
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seventy
Into the Trap


Quon rose above the Academy, leaving the Green Wizard behind in her cell. For a moment, he thought about returning Preem’s mastyon to the library, but now that Brodia knew it was here, he couldn’t risk having it where she could reach it. He made a mistake revealing its presence to her, which meant he would hasten her execution and the capture or killing of her daughter. It was a pity since he wanted to force her to release the contamination on the two supreme d’decs.

He began pulling toward that massive magical disturbance far to the south near Lowmouth. Within moments, he achieved his highest speed, with the wind making too much noise for him to hear anything else. Even at this pace, it would take him six hands to reach the city.

As he flew, he reached out to study the waves that were as powerful as when he destroyed Kefnu Palace. The d’sur had a familiarity. Until recently, he wasn’t proficient enough to notice, but this supreme d’dec gave him greater sensitivity. The magic reminded him of Lihan’s d’dec. If that’s true, he finally had his most hated enemy. No more subtlety. He would kill Lihan before returning to watch Brodia burn. With those two dead, he would be free to find her little girl and bring Otanic under his total control. He’d been too confident when he thought he killed all the fourth kingdom’s wizards. This time would be different.

The ground below him passed at a formidable pace. He kept himself three hundred feet above the treetops. Several times, he startled flying birds that had to make rapid adjustments to avoid collisions. His shield against the wind reduced one slow bird to a feather cloud.

After a hand, he scanned the land for a hundred leagues. He located Sosin’s d’dec in Kefnu and those in the Academy. A hand later, he swept the area again. This time, he picked out a new disturbance south of Kefnu. A strange fluctuating wave frequency that was strong but unshaped as it radiated out. After a few moments, it stopped, so he went back to concentrating on flying. But he had a probable location for Azaly with the little girl.

Monotonous time passed as he continued south. When Lowmouth appeared on the Jongiloc coast, the gray walls hid most of the buildings. But they didn’t hide the cloud of smoke or dust that obscured parts of the northern wall. Staring at the smoke as he approached, Quon realized the towers of the gateway were gone. He scanned the city. Lihan’s d’dec was in the city’s south end, not moving.

Lihan was setting a trap, of course, but sometimes, the best way to deal with a trap was to jump into it, ready to fight with all your force. He swung around the city along the western wall before slipping onto a merchant ship tied to the dock. The d’dec waves came from the yellow warehouse across the quay.

The late afternoon sun was a hand above the horizon when Quon walked stiff-legged up the gangplank and crossed the wharf. People were milling about, moving goods through the open area. He ignored all the civilians as he watched for any movement in the yellow warehouse’s cavernous doorway. The warehouse was dark inside. Lihan’s d’dec snuffed out. So, the coward knows I’m here. Good!

Quon stopped at the doorway, keeping a shield up while he gave his eyes a few seconds to adjust. The only light came from the entrance. In front, he saw a stack of barrels standing upright. A possible hiding place. He stepped inside.

Quon pulled out his already extended wand. In his other hand, he gripped the mastyon by its top. He used the mastyon to tap on the barrels, searching for one that sounded different. As he rapped on the barrels, the warehouse door rattled down, plunging him into instant darkness.

Does the fool think blackness scares me? Quon stepped back to send ten spearpoints through the barrels in front of him.
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seventy-one
Abridged Advantage


Preem hid in an empty barrel, pausing as he sensed Quon’s mind. The element he hadn’t anticipated was his supreme d’dec from six years ago. Tempted to enter its darkness, he waited.

The rattling crash of the warehouse door was his signal. He engaged his d’dec to explode his hiding place. A spearpoint was already coming at him, which he deflected. He located the floating form of Quon, fifteen paces away, before firing four shimmering spearpoints at the outline of the man’s body. Concentrating on those spearpoints was challenging as Quon sent his own back at Preem. Quon rose higher to avoid Preem’s spearpoints.

Preem twisted to evade the worst of Quon’s attack that passed through his shield. One spearpoint nicked him on his arm, holding his wand, and another on his thigh. Hopefully, he had done similar damage, though he realized the count was trying to only risk injury to his useless legs.

“You’ve grown strong, Lihan. But you’re still a coward,” the Count called out.

Preem didn’t reply, knowing it was a trick to reveal his location. Instead, he sprayed another four shimmering spearpoints. Quon shifted aside as he fired six back directly at Preem. He realized Quon could see him as plainly as he saw the count.

Preem dropped to the floor as they passed over him. The count won’t make the same mistake again.

“Did you forget the story I told you about killing that old fool Sarn during a moonless night?” Quon asked. “I learned this skill before you ever became my apprentice.”

Preem sent four shimmering spearpoints in a broad pattern. Then, when Quon adjusted his posture, Preem pulled them toward the count’s new outline.
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seventy-two
Eight Spearpoints


The dark wasn’t absolute, but he couldn’t wait for his eyes to adjust. So, Quon relied on the skills he’d developed while he lay flat on his back in the black of the night, recovering from the wounds inflicted by Grand Wizard Sarn.

The four shimmering spearpoints approached in a broad pattern as if Lihan were unsure of his exact location. It would be easy to avoid these. Then he’d finish this scant skirmish. Quon shuffled a little to let the spearpoints pass beside him.

The spearpoints shifted toward his position at the last fraction of a second. Lihan had fooled him. Desperately, he moved right, letting one spearpoint cut its way across his shoulder. He was furious.

In response, he generated eight unstoppable spearpoints, more than anyone else could dream of creating, and sent them like a swarm of bees at Lihan’s position near the barrels. He detected Lihan’s desperate lunge to one side. Quon watched in satisfaction as three passed through Lihan’s body in the middle of his leap.

There was a deep grunt from Lihan as he fell to the floor. The battle was over.
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seventy-three
Some Help


Ibun saw the spearpoints emanating from where the Count floated. How did he create so many? They headed toward his Zenii. Now, it was his turn to strike.

Zenii had ordered him to wait until the Count’s third attack before revealing himself on the warehouse’s balcony. With the count concentrating on Zenii, he was to fire everything at the count and then lay low. If he distracted Quon for a second, Preem could kill him.

Ibun formed two shimmering spearpoints, sending them at the Count’s outline. As he watched, one of his spearpoints cut through the count’s hip, and the other grazed his neck. A shimmering cutting hand swept toward where he stood in the warehouse’s loft. He dived to the wooden floor as the magical blade passed over him, tearing through the warehouse wall.

From the warehouse floor, he heard Zenii’s groans. From his prone position, he sent two more shimmering points. Was it enough?
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seventy-four
I Love You


Preem was on his knees. A coldness was settling on his bones as his blood drained out. Strangely, he felt no pain. The count still floated fifteen paces away. But Quon’s concentration was on Ibun now. It gave him a chance to complete his duty.

Using his d’dec, he reached across the gap to slip into the darkness of his old d’dec. It was like coming home to his mother’s fresh-baked bread. But he couldn’t delay. He sent the pattern to send out the explosive d’sur wave from his supreme d’dec. The powerful shockwave knocked him backward into the barrels.

The count screamed!

Preem had no energy left. So, he lay there comfortable in his choices as his life drained onto the warehouse floor.

Through his d’dec, he received a message from two hundred leagues away. Papa?

He replied one last time, I love you.
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First scene from The Black Wizard


In the fourth kingdom of planet Vosj, in the sixth year of Queen Foliana’s reign, they planned to execute Brodia before another two days could pass.

The sun would soon set on that first day as the wind whipped the heavy shower around the huts, plastering her flimsy, yellow gown to her body. Brodia didn’t care too much about the cool rain; six years in the rain-soaked Green Valley put this squall to shame. Neither did she mind the deluge revealing her body’s curves to the yellow-sash apprentice ogling her. But she did care that the beatings hurt more on her wet flesh.

This morning, she met her arch-enemy, Quon, the Count of Broditch and Harpin’s grand wizard. He had promised to burn her alive in two days. What were his words? Sizzle at the stake. The bastard was inhuman. He also vowed to find her five-year-old daughter to roast her alive too. Which meant Brodia had to escape from this helmet that blocked her from accessing magic.

She glanced back from her chores. The wizard’s apprentice, little Krillip, watched her with an intensity that should chill her, except she hoped to channel his amorous thoughts into a way out of her dilemma.

“Get on with your work,” he said, emphasizing his command with a stinging blow from the switch he carried.

Brodia returned to pulling the weeds between two dormitory buildings at the wizard’s academy. After her brief meeting with Quon this morning, he left precipitously, claiming her friend was calling him. She still didn’t understand what he meant. Had he discovered Grand Wizard Preem, her Zenii, and the father of her child? Or had he found Tresela, her little girl?

She whispered a prayer to Amira, the mother of the Gods, that they hadn’t caught her daughter.

She peeked behind her once again. The rain struck an invisible barrier above Krillip’s head. “You should be a kind gentleman by extending that shield to keep the drops off me,” she said, keeping her voice enticing.

“Why? I appreciate how the rain falls on you.”

“You like how it reveals my body. That’s what you enjoy.” Krillip didn’t respond, though his eyes were answer enough. “Well, I’d be more comfortable in my room,” she continued with a broad smile. She wished she’d been better with boys as a farm girl.

“You look perfect out here.”

Frustrated, she added that she had to pee, hoping to get him where she might work on a brief dalliance. It should be easy to convince him she couldn’t do it while wearing this helmet.

“Don’t let me stop you,” he said.

“My chamber pot’s in my room.”

“Here’s fine. The rain will wash it away quick enough.”

Damn the stupid boy. He was more perverted voyeur than romantic. Watching her pee wouldn’t help her. She turned her back to him. She lifted her gown to squat. One, two, then three switches brought an involuntary yelp from her.

“Face me so I can watch.”

She twisted on the wet grass, facing the fifteen-year-old apprentice. Krillip’s body stiffened as a broad grin of anticipation split his face. She didn’t care what this boy saw as he’d never live long enough to enjoy the memory if she succeeded. She was squatting, but nothing was coming with this kid gawking at her.

“You’re a perverted little man,” she said. “What would your Mama think of you? Would she be proud, I wonder?” He didn’t respond but kept staring at her. “I’m soaked and wish to get this smock off me. I can do that in my room.”

“You can take it off here.”

“Don’t be silly. The others will mock you,” she replied, trying one last time. “Wouldn’t it be better in private?”

While his eyes remained locked on her private area, she saw his mind churning as he reached a decision. “Alright,” he said, his tone descending into a squeak.

“Krillip, what are you doing?” The voice came from behind her.

Brodia stood as she pushed down the soggy gown. Nilom, the baby-faced brown-sash, strode past her. Darn it, she only needed another minute.

“Nothing,” Krillip responded. But his voice told his lie like a child caught stealing the last sweet muffin.

“I had to pee, so he was letting me,” she replied as if this was usual. “He was nice enough to let me go without whipping me.”

“It looked like something else to me,” Nilom told her. Then, to the apprentice, he said, “Go to practice your forms. I expect to see you make the gripping fist in less than a second.” Krillip slumped off toward the hut’s entrance.

Once the yellow-sash was gone, she asked, “Are you going to watch instead?”

“You shouldn’t be in this rain. You’ll catch a chill. I’ll take you back to your room.”

She didn’t think Nilom would be as gullible as Krillip. Still, she would try.
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