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Chapter One
~
TRAK CLUTCHED THE TWELFTH AND FINAL VERSION OF HIS LETTER to Valanna, but not tightly enough to crinkle the parchment too much. The ship would soon make it to port after five weeks at sea, and then it would moor in Homika for a week before returning to Amorim, the port in Warish from which Trak had started his voyage.
"Is that it?" the Captain said. The man leaned against the rail and looked out at the stretch of low green hills still some distance away. "Our destination is around that promontory, and soon you will set foot on Bennin. You have done well in learning how to speak the language. It’s a shame that Lord Lenis refused to learn with you.”
Trak handed him the letter, but he wondered if he should snatch it back. Would Valanna even want to see him if he showed up in Balbaam?  Tembul had guessed that they wouldn't return to this port in less than eight weeks.  That would make their trip over four months long, and she might not even be interested in continuing their friendship…if he could term it a friendship.
He wondered if the letter would end up even getting all the way to Balbaam. Maybe he could learn the Warishian tongue somewhere. The man who taught them Benninese told him that Warishian was closer to Benninese than Pestlan. Perhaps the Warishians originally came from the continent of Bennin. 
Trak shrugged to himself. It didn't matter now since he would be in Bennin for quite a while. He wondered if he had been sent on a fool's errand, but then why send Lenis and Tembul? Since Sirul came from the western Toryan lands, Trak felt no one really cared about him. Tembul worked as a scout leader for the eastern Toryans and had a certain amount of influence in the Toryan capital city of Kizru. Lenis, although only a few years older than Trak, was well connected to the Toryan nobility, and that meant someone was very serious about the quest.
Finding and rescuing the princess of the western Toryans didn't seem to be an insurmountable task, but as Trak learned more about Bennin from his Benninese tutor, he realized they would have to travel from one end of Bennin to the other to reach Beniko, the capital city. 
Perhaps he would keep his magic a secret until needed. That would be like a hidden asset. Trak shook his head and nearly threw his arms into the air with frustration. All he had were questions, and no one had any answers. At least his fathers weren’t rotting away in some Toryan prison. As long as Able could brew Pestlan-style beer and ale, they could survive and maybe even thrive in their captivity.
Tembul had never come up with a suitable reason why Trak had to go. Trak relied on him to lead the group, although as far as Trak knew, he was the only one who had been forced to journey to Bennin. Trak had grown to like the gruff middle-aged Toryan and considered him to be the uncle that he didn’t have.  Sirul, the other Toryan in the group, claimed to be a cousin of the princess and knew her on sight, something that Lenis claimed, but Trak could never bring himself to trust Lenis.
The ship seemed to come closer to the shore where Trak hoped to find his answers. He hoped he wouldn’t have to extract them as if they were closely guarded secrets. Trak still hoped that seeking out the princess would turn out to be a great adventure, but a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach told him otherwise.
~
Homika, the port of entry for foreign ships into Bennin, looked quite different from Amorim. The buildings were covered with colorful tile roofs. Trak couldn't see any buildings over two stories high. When they put into port, the odd architecture gave the city a distinctive feel, but not quite as different as the melted sand look of the older buildings in Kizru. But if the architecture was an indicator, the Benninese had a culture just as unique.
People scurried along the docks, ushering passengers and moving freight. Clothes matched the different architecture. Men and women wore short jackets over thin tunics. Trak noticed few trousers and men wearing shorter wraparound skirts than the women did, who tended to wear brighter colors, it seemed. Gone were the dark-haired denizens of the continent of Cokasan, where his companions were from. These people looked more like tanned Pestlans, with lighter hair, although the skin seemed to be stretched tighter on their faces, giving them a different look.
"Time for all of us to leave," Paka, their tutor and guide, said. He had exchanged sailor's garb for a silk jacket, worn over a cotton tunic. He wore a dark blue skirt and changed his footwear from boots to sandals. Paka would travel with them all the way to the capital. Trak never did hear how Lenis had found the man in Amorim, since they were only in the port for a few hours. "Homika is warm year-round. The dress changes the further south one goes because it gets colder, so don't trade your clothes."
Trak just about didn't hear him, so involved was he with the sights, sounds, and now the smells of the docks. 
Tembul pushed him from behind. "Pick up your gear and get down the gangplank. It's time we got started." He spoke in Toryan, which Trak now knew with decent comprehension.
Trak looked back at his fellow travelers. Sirul nodded enthusiastically, a contrast to the constant scowl on Lenis's face. Trak picked up his pack and two bags, and then followed his companions down to the docks. He took a deep draught of the air. It certainly smelled similar to other ports he had been, but Homika still had an underlying aroma all its own.
They traipsed through the town, and followed steps that led up to smaller lanes since Homika had been built on a slope of the modest hills surrounding the port. He looked for a shiny white palace like the one Asem owned in Amorim, but couldn't find anything that particularly stood out. As their tutor led them up the endless stone stairs, they passed through squares and shops in flatter areas carved from the hillside. Trak noticed that most of the town had been built in terraces. He liked the look.
The smells had changed and become even more exotic as Trak surmised that the Benninese cooked with different spices and fired up their stoves with a more aromatic wood than what they used in Pestle and Santasia. 
They reached the top of the hills surrounding Homika to find that they led to ring of cliffs, and the land above was more of a plateau. Only one wide paved road led up out of the city. Paka escorted them to a cluster of buildings enclosed with a fence made out of poles.
"This is for foreign visitors," Paka said. "You will stay here until a caravan accepts you, and then we can travel south to Beniko, the capital.  Permits will be granted at that time."
Tembul followed their guide into the largest building, while Sirul and Trak sat on a bench in the front. Lenis sat apart from them with his ever-present sneer never leaving his face. Trak wondered how the Toryan could have demeaned himself to join their party. He would just as soon have left Lenis behind. Trak liked Sirul, who was about the same age as Lenis, but without the scowl and with a consistently optimistic personality.
"Let's go," Tembul said holding papers. None of them really had learned to read Benninese because of their totally foreign alphabet. Trak had tried to puzzle out the characters, but he couldn’t make out a word on the pages that Tembul held.
A Benninese woman, shrunken like an old apple, led them around the buildings until she invited them into a dormitory with shelves filled with bedding and cooking gear. They stowed the bags in the empty spaces and sat down on the floor. Evidently the Benninese spent a lot of time sitting on the floor in their dwellings.
"You won't be using the cooking gear," Paka said. "Tembul has paid for your meals, which will be given in the main building. I will spend the night in Homika and will return at dawn tomorrow."
"What do we do while we're waiting for a caravan? Can we go back down to the city?" Tembul asked.
"Once you have registered, you are to stay in the compound unless you have deposited a bond or have found a credible job."
"Do we have enough funds for bonds?"
Tembul shook his head. "The Benninese don't recognize Toryan coins at a very good exchange rate. Instead of joining the caravan in a carriage, we will have to secure employment to get us all the way to Beniko. The functionary that runs this camp said she can hook us up as employees with a caravan in a few days."
~
Trak woke up in the early morning on the hard floor of their building. The sun hadn't yet risen, but he could see well enough to notice that Lenis had left their building. He crawled over to Tembul.
"It looks like Lenis has left us," he said.
Tembul rose from his comforter and looked around the room. "He has gone. The shelf holding his belongings is empty." He stood over a still-snoring Sirul. "Follow me."
They walked to the main building. A lamp burned at a desk inside. Tembul leaned over the counter and called out.
"Where are two of those that accompanied us?" Tembul said in Pestlan.
The attendant, younger than the woman from yesterday, stood rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. He had Tembul repeat his question. "They left in the middle of the night. The Benninese paid for your companion's bond, and then they departed. They said you were going to follow once you found work.” He spoke better Pestlan than Trak would have thought. “Shall we find you a caravan?
"Yes, but we want to depart as soon as possible," Tembul said. "We'd like to leave today. Are there any immediate openings in caravans heading south to Beniko?”
"Are you handy with weapons?"
Both Tembul and Trak nodded.
"Then you can always sign up as guards. A caravan leaves at noon today, heading to the city of Peskoa. It is midway to Beniko, and you can hook up with another caravan leaving for the capital from there. That is the fastest way to catch up with your friends."
"You are sure that the Benninese accompanied Lenis?" Trak said.
The attended nodded his head. "He did indeed, and paid for your companion’s bond after showing up with a carriage loaded down with provisions. It is a perilous journey for two, but..." The man shrugged his shoulders. 
Trak looked at Tembul. He looked as angry as Trak felt. Lenis had been holding out on them. They had pooled their funds prior to leaving Amorim, but, obviously, Lenis had quite a bit held in reserve, or he had talked Paka into funding his personal trip to Beniko. One part of him gladdened to see him go, and another part worried about Lenis's motivation. What would prompt him to leave Trak and Tembul? At least, Sirul still could identify the princess for them. Lenis had started a race to Beniko, and he had seized a head start. In addition, they had to try to figure out what Paka's role in all of this had become. Perhaps he would be more than just Lenis’s interpreter, for he knew that Lenis wasn’t the type of person to strike out on his own.
Trak felt he had to win because of Neel and Able. Trak's biological and adoptive fathers were held in Kizru, guaranteeing Trak's return with the princess, and he had no idea what would happen to them if Lenis showed up with the woman, and he didn't.
~
The caravan didn't match Trak's expectation. He expected a flamboyant caravan master and a host of vicious-looking guards shepherding the merchants across dangerous lands. This gaggle of wagons didn't seem to be anything other than a group of merchants gathering together to travel through the verdant countryside, pooling their protection. One of the merchants had been tasked with hiring a few guards.
“Ah. You wish to help us on our way to Peskoa?” the rotund merchant asked. “Are you good with your weapons?”
The three of them all wore the swords they previously had wrapped up in their possessions. “Yes, we are. Do you need to test us?” Trak said. He hoped he got all of the words out properly in Benninese.
“No, no. The last few caravans who traveled to Peskoa weren’t molested at all. I have a contract for each of you. I will sign, and you will sign, so you can obtain travel documents at your alien retention center.”
Track had never been exposed to so many forms, and he couldn’t read a word. It reminded him of when he arrived in Pestledown, virtually illiterate. Perhaps the lawyer who had handled his initial inheritance needed to navigate through so many. Santasia didn’t operate on so much paperwork, but Bennin certainly seemed to.
They hurried back to the building where they had to leave their possessions hostage and exchanged both papers and coinage to get travel permits that would allow them to be in Bennin for six months. Then they would have to provide more employment proof after that.
Once they had returned to the caravan assembly ground, they found the caravan loading up.
“Do we walk or ride horses or what?” Tembul said to the merchant.
“No horses. The merchants like the guards to help them drive. Closer protection,” the merchant said chuckling. We will also carry your possessions on the wagons. If you had horses, your duties would have been the same… close protection.” He smiled again and offered Tembul a ride.
A woman, dressed in linen rather than silks walked up to Trak. “You can ride with me, boy, as long as you are good with that sword.”
Track grinned. “I am, and more.”
The woman’s visage darkened. “Don’t tell me what ‘more’ is. Stow your possessions on the fourth wagon and take the reins. I’ll join you as soon as I’ve had a word with my merchant friend.”
Trak’s smile slid from his face. He really had no idea what he had said to offend the woman. Perhaps he pronounced ‘more’ incorrectly. He walked back and climbed up on the wagon. Sirul waved to him as he put his gear in the wagon just ahead of Trak’s. He looked back at the curving line of wagons and saw men and women wearing swords on board most of the other wagons, and every so often he noticed a mounted guard or two.
Not all of the merchants were as confident as the one who had contracted with them. Maybe the woman who had taken him would give him a more accurate idea of what dangers he might encounter.
She returned to the wagon. Her face didn’t look very happy. She grunted a greeting and nodded as Sirul’s wagon began to roll. Trak looked over at his employer. He estimated that the woman was Neel or Able’s age. She wore her hair pulled back in a long ponytail, showing white that had just begun to replace the blonde hair sweeping back from her temples. If the expression on her face wasn’t so fierce, Trak thought she’d be a handsome woman among the Benninese, even better looking than Esmera, Honor or Nullia.
“How long to Peskoa?” Trak said. The woman didn’t reply and looked off to her side, avoiding his gaze and his question.
He hadn’t handled a wagon since his first escape from Santasia, but he had plenty of practice at Able’s inn, The Blunted Sword, in Greenbrook. Pestle seemed so far away in space and time at the moment, but the feel of the reins soon came back, and he settled in for the ride.
They spent the next hour passing through the sparsely inhabited fringe of Homika, thick with fields and farms. They passed shops in clusters, hugging the road as they continued.
“Get your papers ready,” the woman said. “The city gate is just ahead.” She began to rummage around inside an old leather satchel that sat between her feet. Trak’s papers were still safe inside the pocket of his coat.
Trak looked up from watching the horses following Sirul’s wagon and noticed the stone wall jutting up ten paces high and running as far as he could see in both directions. He had never seen a wall that enclosed farms before. If the city thought it needed to protect its farms, then Bennin didn’t seem very safe. The caravan might be a better mode of transportation than the carriage that Lenis had taken after all.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Two
~
VALANNA ALMOND WATCHED THE SHORE OF THE PUSUUN RIVER from the carriage that clattered on the long, wide, cobbled road that ran from Amorim to Balbaam. Much of the ride had been in sheer emotional misery. How could she have let Trak leave the Ferezan palace like he did? Kulara had not been kind when she gave her opinion of how Valanna had botched up the reunion.
She had to agree with Asem’s second wife. She had been so distraught when they landed in Amorim. Asem warned her that it didn’t matter what she did in Santasia when she set foot in Warish. Women weren’t respected the same way, and Valanna had made the mistake of forgetting.
By the time Trak had shown up from Torya, her confidence had shriveled, and she behaved poorly. Valanna didn’t blame Trak for his behavior. She realized once the three of them were on the road to Balbaam after seeing his ship dwindle as it sailed out to sea, that she might have acted exactly the same way. The fact that he was gone for six months or more only made matters worse. She couldn’t exactly send him a letter of apology.
She sighed after a large bump in the road, for there were many along this stretch of riverbank, and realized that she likely had seen the last of Trak. She wiped away a tear of sorrow, one of many in the past, and there were likely more to come in the future.
“Don’t be so sad,” Asem said. “You are both young, and neither of you are tied down to a single location. I imagine Trak will intrude on your life some time in the future. I rather look forward to it.” He turned to Kulara at his side. “Don’t you?”
Kulara pursed her lips. “She will hurt for some time, Asem.” She punched her husband in the shoulder. “You insensitive beast.”
Asem let a smile drift across his face. “But I am your beast.”
“You are, for better or worse.”
“Oh, it’s always better.”
Valanna looked up and smiled. Their banter had long since ceased to shock her, but it always lightened Valanna’s heart. “I’m better for now.”
“For a different reason,” Kulara said.
She nodded. “Yes, for a different reason. I’ll have to school myself with patience.”
Asem narrowed his eyes. “Always a good practice.”
Valanna sensed the serious turn in his words and nodded again to him. “I’m not looking forward to Balbaam,” she said.
Asem cleared his throat. “Neither am I.” He pulled out the instructions that had hastened their departure from Amorim and waved it in the air. “This worries me principally because of the unknown implications. I wish I had made contact in Amorim.”
Kulara put her hand on Asem’s wrist. “And Valanna wishes she had made better contact in Amorim.”
“Two failures,” Asem said, looking at his wife.
“Don’t look at me, I didn’t do anything wrong.”
Asem raised the side of his mouth into half of a smile. “Not this time.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Three
~
 TRAK TWISTED BACK TO LOOK AT THE GATE, while the end of the caravan had just passed by. He looked at his traveling companion. “I’m Trak Bluntwithe, by the way.” He couldn’t extend his hand or even give her a proper bow, holding onto the reins.
“Mori Tamoda.” She narrowed her eyes. “Do you have any Bennin blood in you?”
“I’m from Pestle, not Torya like my companions.”
“Pestle,” Mori said, her eyes unfocused a little as she thought. “So you don’t do magic? All Toryans are magicians.”
The way she said magic gave Trak pause. “Not all Toryans are. Why do you ask?”
“Magic is forbidden in Bennin, except some of the high born.”
Trak would have to have words with Sirul and Tembul as soon as he could. He wondered, yet again, why the Toryans sent him to Bennin if they prohibited magic? Nothing made sense to him. Perhaps he naively thought that once they left Homiko, the answers would suddenly pop into his head. That didn’t happen.
 He wondered if the princess practiced magic. Sirul had said so, but then she was high-born, and Trak certainly wasn’t, so she might not face any danger.
“Are magicians forbidden in Bennin or just the practice of magic?” Trak ventured to ask.
“The practice, but what magician doesn’t use magic? I see that all three of you carry swords, so you might not be magicians, eh?”
“I am reasonably adept with a sword,” Trak said. “What are the chances I’ll be showing you how good I am?” He wanted to change the subject.
“High enough.” Mori turned her head towards the forest. Nothing grew within a few hundred paces of the wall.
“That’s not what the merchant who hired us said.”
Mori grunted and shrugged her shoulders. “Why tell you that your lives might be in danger if he didn’t have to?”
The Benninese had a flexible relationship with the truth, it seemed. He had seen nothing but duplicity, and now he didn’t know if he should believe Mori’s indication that their trip would be very dangerous. But then why make the trip if it would cost everyone’s life? His conversation with Mori only left him confused, and that might not be a very safe condition either.
Neither of them said much of anything else until they entered a large clearing in the lush forest. Trak made his way to Tembul, with Sirul in tow. “Did you know the practice of magic is forbidden?”
Tembul looked over Sirul’s shoulder at the circle of wagons. “Paka told us we couldn’t use flyers, so now we know why. I don’t need magic to travel in this land.”
“Nor I,” Sirul said.
“Evidently the high-born can,” Trak said. “That probably means Lenis.” Just his name sliding across his lips seemed distasteful to Trak. He glanced at Sirul. “Aren’t you a noble?”
“Barely. I’m cousin to the princess, but with irregularities in regards to parentage,” Sirul said. “How could I prove royal blood anyway?”
“What about Lenis?” Trak said.
“Lenis?” Tembul laughed. “How could anyone mistake the man’s arrogance-filled actions for anything else?”
Trak could only nod in agreement. “We should practice with our swords when we are settled for the night, just to show these people that we really are proficient in the use of weapons. Mori knows that Toryans practice magic. In fact, she thinks all Toryans do.”
Sirul chuckled. “I am glad we won’t have to.”
Tembul grinned because, although Sirul had more talent than Lenis, he was still a mediocre magician. “As for swordplay, the exercise will do me some good.”
Trak left his companions and returned the Mori’s wagon. “Is there anything I can do to help you get ready for night?”
She looked at him sideways as she fussed with a box. She finally stopped. “Can you cook?”
That wasn’t Trak’s strong point, but he knew enough, having done his share of stew-making at Able’s inn. “I can boil water, cut things up and throw them in the pot. I don’t know how to use your spices. From the smells in Homika, you cook differently than in Pestle.”
“Watch me tonight. I will loosen my tongue if you help me with the meals. I sell my food to other merchants while we travel. You might make a few more coins. Toryan money is not well-received in Bennin.”
Trak nodded. “We’ve already found that out.”
She shrugged and pulled out bags of food. Mori pointed to symbols on the bags. “Note the markings on the bags. These are the spices. They are used in much the same proportion for all of our meals.”
Trak didn’t know the Bennin word for stew, so he just watched her work. It appeared that they ate rice as their staple. Santasians ate more noodles, and in Pestle, potatoes were most popular. Trak had made a few rice dishes, so cooking the grain didn’t daunt him.
Mori handed him a large pot. “Water, two thirds the way up. The stream is over that way,” she pointed into the woods with her chin. Trak noticed others heading in that direction.
He returned, lugging the pot. “Now what?”
Mori ignored him as she tossed spices into a large bowl while Trak concentrated on what she put into the mixture and then he watched as she cooked the rice in the large pot and then removed the rice with a strainer, saving the water to throw in vegetables, dried meat, and herbs and spices. She would only answer Trak’s questions on what herbs she used.
Trak sampled the soup every step of the way, trying to remember how the taste progressed.
When she finally put the top of the lid on the pot, the sun began to set, and a surprising large line of caravaners began to form.
“Serve. One ladle of each,” Mori said.
Trak began to dispense the food until the line ended. He looked down into the pot and found perhaps a quarter of the soup left.
“You may feed yourself and your two companions after you have served me,” Mori said. “There should be just enough.”
After he had finished ladling out a helping to Mori, he put out three bowls and filled them. She nodded, and then he sat down with his two Toryan companions with his food. Amazingly, there were less than two servings left. Mori knew how to control portions.
“Different, but good,” Sirul said.
“Nourishing,” Tembul said without enthusiasm, but Trak noticed how quickly he finished the meal.
Trak took his friends’ bowls to Mori. “Do I clean up?”
She nodded and gave him instructions on how to do it the Benninese way. He couldn’t tell the difference between the Pestlan and Benninese methods of scouring pots.
Although Trak nearly succumbed to using the dishwashing pose that he learned in the Espozia Magicians Guild, he still finished soon enough and returned the two large pots to Mori.
She squinted at the pots in the darkness and grunted. “Fine enough. Cook the same thing tomorrow morning,” she said after she had stowed her cooking utensils. Trak rolled out his blankets next to her cooking fire. Tembul and Sirul ended up joining him, and so ended the first half-day on his journey to Beniko.
~
Trak squinted up at the brightening sky and then at the person who had solidly nudged him in the ribs.
“Up!” Mori said. “People are hungry.”
He suppressed a groan and jumped to his feet. “I’ll get right on it.” He grabbed a pot and rushed towards the stream. Trak remembered the steps that Mori had shown him the previous evening.
“Fair,” Mori said when she tried out Trak’s offerings. “You can continue to cook for us.” She walked away with the ghost of a smile on her face.
Trak hadn’t expected to earn his way to Beniko hovering over steaming pots of rice and soup, but if it helped him get to the capital city, then Trak would cook with a smile.
Tembul and Sirul helped him get everything back into Mori’s wagon. When would he ever get time to practice his swordsmanship?
The journey resumed. Trak noticed the different flora and fauna along the road. Mori now answered his questions as he worked hard on improving his Benninese. He felt his new cooking job was just payment to the new tutor.
Mori shoved a cloth sack that she had pulled from just behind her. “I’ll take the reins. See that tree with the orange fruit just on the other side of the bend up ahead? They weren’t quite ripe enough when we passed heading north.”
Trak looked ahead of the first wagon and saw the tree with its boughs bending from all the fruit. “I do.”
“You run ahead and pick as much of them as you can and then run up and catch up to me. If we don’t act soon, the other wagons will get their fill. Go now!”
He grabbed the sack and took off towards the tree. In a few moments he began picking the fruit. The overripe ones had brown spots and by the time he had filled half of the sack, others had come to get theirs while the wagons all passed.
“Stop right there!” a voice called out from within the forest. The whine of an arrow passed over their heads.
Trak pulled out his sword and backed away from the tree, holding his sack of fruit in front of him like a shield. The other pickers dropped their fruit and ran away, leaving Trak by himself.
Two men and a woman walked out of the dense forest and confronted Trak on the road.
“You want our oranges?”
Trak looked at the fruit. “Oranges. Yes. The tree is on the side of the road. Why do you claim them?” He knew he baited the outlaws.
“Because we can!” one of the men said as he raised his sword. “A youngling like you will soon paint the side of the road with your blood.” Trak looked at the man’s single-bladed sword. It sported the hint of a curve. He had seen something similar in Gio’s collection when he took lessons from the man in Espozia.
Trak refused to give an inch. Another arrow flew from the brush and clipped Trak’s left shoulder, ripping his shirt and drawing a thin line of blood. He heard a scream, and Tembul came out of the woods dragging the bowman. “Thank you,” Trak said. He bowed to Tembul and gently dropped the bag of oranges, a fruit he had never seen before. Trak looked at the bandits while he drew his sword. “Now, show me how well you fight.”
His opponent dropped back to his two companions. They all raised their blades. Trak backed up, and they advanced, while Trak saw Tembul and Sirul slip out from the woods behind the man and the woman.
“Come on,” Trak said, beckoning with his fingers.
The woman shot out, her sword whirling. She closed with Trak, who had seen that kind of attack before, and he began to slam his blade against the woman’s, throwing off the balance in her attack. He quickly moved inside and bumped her to the ground with his shoulder. The point of his sword drew a drop of blood on her throat. He looked up at the two men who threatened, but Trak could tell from their stances that they weren’t going to attack.
“Look behind you,” Trak said to the men.
All the while, Tembul and Sirul had been silent and surprised the men when they saw opponents behind them.
“We will let you go, but do not disturb this caravan again. If you do, I will lend her a few inches of steel.” Trak tried to look as intimidating as possible, and he hoped that he spoke the right Benninese words to the bandits. He backed up and nodded to Tembul and Sirul, who likewise got out of the way and created a path to safety.
The men helped the woman to her feet, but Trak wouldn’t let her take her sword. 
“You’ll have to get another, perhaps from the bowman who won’t be needing one any more,” Tembul said.
She scowled, but in the end quickly scurried into the woods after the other bandits.
Fellow caravaners, who had watched the conflict from a number of paces off, ran to collect the dropped oranges. Trak picked his sack up along with the woman’s sword and walked to the now-stopped caravan. The merchants gave him a variety of looks, including encouragement and a surprising number of scowls.
He tucked the oranges into the back of the wagon and climbed up front. Mori had climbed down to observe the episode and climbed back up on the seat of her wagon after Trak.
“You are definitely proficient with a sword,” she said, and then she laughed. “And you have a nice respect for oranges.”
Trak grinned as he got the wagon underway. Mori could smile! “I do indeed. Are they any good? Those things don’t grow in Pestle or Santasia.”
“They don’t? A merchant’s dream, if only they would survive five or six weeks at sea,” she said. “Try one when we stop at midday.”
“What happens to the bandits?”
Mori looked back and shrugged. “Nothing, although I know they will think hard about confronting you and your friends again,”
Trak went over the confrontation in his head. “Why didn’t any of the other guards come to our assistance?”
“Why should they? Guards are paid to protect the wagons. What if there were more bandits than the four you fought?”
“Oh, then the attack on the orange pickers would have drawn the guards from the wagons.”
Mori nodded her head. “Smart boy. Away from a city it’s every person on their own.” She picked up a wooden shield stored against the side of the seat box. Trak looked down and saw one on his side. “Protection against arrows.”
“Do the other guards use shields?”
Mori just nodded.
Trak looked at his wounded shoulder on the other side of the seat from Mori. “That would have been useful. I was grazed as it was.”
Mori looked alarmed. “You were? Show me.”
Trak twisted around to show his wound. He couldn’t see it very well, but he could tell the bleeding had stopped. “Only a graze, as I said.”
“I’ll take care of that when we stop,” she said, her eyes still wide with alarm. “Are you brave, or are you stupid, fighting while injured?”
The comment made Trak laugh. “I think a little bit of both.” His mind slipped back to Amorim, when he last saw Valanna. “I’ve done stupid very well in the past,” he said.
~
Trak sat with Tembul and Sirul, next to the cooking fire where they always slept. No one else bothered them, and the time together gave them a chance to speak Toryan, which Trak continually improved on while he did the same with the Benninese he shared with Mori during the day. He took a deep breath of the cooling night air.
“Two more days,” Sirul said. “I’ll be glad to sleep in a room again, even if it’s on a hard Benninese floor.”
His companions laughed. Trak had grown to enjoy the trip. They hadn’t had a serious run-in with bandits since their little battle by the orange tree. He heard a cry in the darkness.
“Trouble,” he said. “Get your shields ready.” Trak jumped up and slipped the wooden shield from the side of the driving box in front of the wagon. His companions did the same, and then he ran into the woods and moved as silently as Tembul had taught him through the dense foliage with his sword held by his side.
The moon lit speckled patches of the forest through gaps in the trees, and Trak caught a ripple in the light. Four bandits silently made the light waver as they walked through it. Trak slipped up and joined them from the rear. If there were four here then there might be a larger band attacking the merchants.
They raised their swords. One of them turned to the others. “You three kill the blond Toryan first, if you can. Anika said the blond one was an expert swordsman. The rest of the foreigners should be easier.”
Three of the bandits bowed to the speaker.
“You won’t have far to find me,” Trak said, jumping in a clear space of ground, his sword ready. If he stopped these bandits now, he wouldn’t have to worry about others being hurt or interfering with his swordplay. He also could fight in the darkness without holding back on his ability.
“Get him!” The man giving the orders lunged at Trak and found his hand dangling from his wrist. He promptly fell down on his rear end, holding his bleeding arm tightly to his body, wailing away.
The others jumped back, and then rushed Trak all at once. Trak had chosen his footing well when one of the bandits tripped on some unseen root or rock and fell, dragging down one of his partners. These men were not particularly well-schooled in the art of swordplay, but a wild swing in the dark could be just as dangerous as an intended one.
Trak squinted his eyes and made quick work of the second man. He didn’t want to kill him, but in the dark, he couldn’t afford a mistake, so he plunged his sword into the man’s chest before the other two regained their feet. They waved their swords, trying to score a hit on Trak, but the reflexes developed fighting multiple swordsmen he had learned under Gio paid off. In moments another bandit was dead at his feet, and another fell close to their leader, nursing a grievous wound.
He didn’t care what happened to them and launched into the clearing where he could hear continued fighting. Trak looked for Tembul and Sirul and joined them fighting another group of bandits, three women and two men. He didn’t relish fighting women, but there were innocent lives to save.
Sirul would only play a defensive strategy with the women and was rewarded with a sliced upper sword arm. He dropped his weapon and slumped against the wagon just as Trak jumped into the fray and took care of one of the two women who had attacked him with slashes and thrusts. She was gone in a moment.
Trak chanced a quick look at Sirul to make sure he hadn’t taken a more serious wound, and then joined Tembul as the Toryan furiously fought with his opponents. 
Blocking a thrust from the rear by one of the women, Trak disarmed her and stabbed her thigh before he helped Tembul take care of the man. He and Tembul withdrew to Sirul. As Trak surveyed the camp, he saw the still form of Mori on the ground in the darkness at the rear of her wagon.
Trak ran to her and checked to see if she still lived. Her breathing was shallow and Trak saw the slice in her stomach. He quickly found a waterskin, ripping the clothing around the wound and washing it in order to see it better. The slash didn’t go too deep, but she would quickly bleed out if nothing was done.
Looking around to see if anyone noticed him, he stood and posed, and then said the power word that would seal her wound. She looked up, wide-eyed, and faintly spoke the word, “Magic.”  Trak didn’t care at this point.
Another merchant had glanced his way, with firelight reflecting from his wide eyes. “A magician is among us,” he called out. 
Trak ran into the forest and came out around on the other side of the camp, hoping that the merchant hadn’t recognized him. He walked over to Mori with false casualness and feigned finding her wounded.
“What has happened?” he said.
“You know what happened,” Mori said, her voice still faint from pain.
“I don’t know what you are talking about,” Trak said. His acting didn’t even sound genuine to his own ears.
Tembul slipped up beside him. “What have you done?” he whispered in Trak’s ear.
“I saved a friend. How is Sirul?”
“He needs a bit of sewing, but he’ll survive.”
~
“You said you were familiar with being stupid, didn’t you?” Mori said. She looked around the camp, plenty of people were still cleaning things up after the battle with the bandits. “You should have kept your damned magic to yourself, fool.”
“But…”
“I saw you clearly when you saved my life, and so did another, who is not so tolerant.”
Trak looked forlornly at his bound hands and feet. Benninese knew how to properly truss up a magician. Tembul and Sirul joined him sitting with their backs to each other.
Mori backed away as three other merchants walked up to them. “You’ll be given over to the authorities in Peskoa,” the merchant who had hired them said. “You’ll serve Bennin in the mines,” he said. “None of you magicians have ever escaped.” The men spit on the ground. It seemed like a ceremony of some sort.
“So much for a good deed,” Tembul said. “Would you do it again, if given the chance?”
Trak nodded his head. “I’d do it for you and Sirul and Mori again, if I could.”
“You condemned us all,” Sirul said. “Now we have failed in our quest.”
“No, we haven’t,” Trak said. “Not yet. We’ll get our chance if we wait, watch, and act at the right time.”
Mori snorted. “Wrong time. Now you go to a place where Bennin warehouses its unauthorized magicians until they die. I never much cared for the rule that only high-born could practice.” She rubbed her tummy. “Now I know why I felt that way. Don’t get your hopes up, but somehow I feel that if anyone can get out of that place, you can, Trak Bluntwithe. Good luck. If you ever run into a big man with the ridiculous name of Jojo, tell him hello.”
She winked, and then slowly climbed up on her wagon and followed half the wagons out of the clearing. Trak watched her go, trying to figure out what level of stupidity he had just achieved.
He turned as four guards lifted them up and onto the back of another wagon. They nearly lay on top of each other, as whoever owned the wagon just shoved his goods forward a bit, leaving a too-small space for the three men.
“Maybe we should have let the bandits kill us,” Sirul said. Trak could feel the sorrow in his voice.
Trak didn’t think so, but it was certainly strange that of the twenty or so bandits that nine of them had been dedicated to killing the three of them.
“Could this be Lenis’s doing?” he said.
Tembul said, “I wouldn’t put it past him.” Trak couldn’t see him, but he wasn’t as depressed as Sirul seemed to be.
Trak stayed silent, contemplating his dubious future as the leagues passed.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Four
~
BALBAAM LOOKED MUCH THE SAME as Valanna had left it. Lots of domes, spires, and towers poked up over the city, contributing to a haphazard look. Each capital had its own unique flavor. Bitrium had its plain gray towers. Espozia exploded with energy. Pestledown, on the other hand, had few charms other than its size and the hustle and bustle of its large port.
Valanna never really liked the look of Balbaam, although she grew up close to the city. Being close to the desert, it always struck her as a dry place, but the waters of the Pusuun River made Balbaam as green or greener than any of the others. Nothing quite matched the quiet beauty of the garden at the Dalistro mansion. She wished she could have shared that garden with Trak. He had undoubtedly been there before, enjoying the old trees and the new flowers, but they had never had the chance to talk about it.
She sighed and looked out the carriage window at the stucco buildings, topped by a sea of red tiles, while Trak rode on a sea of blue white-capped waves. Why couldn’t she get him out of her mind? Guilt? Valanna shook her head, but she still couldn’t rid herself of Trak’s image during their final confrontation.
“We are nearly to the palace,” Asem said. “Prepare yourselves. I do not expect a warm welcome.” The pavement changed from smooth brick to the clatter of rounded cobblestones as they approached the palace gates.
A guard poked his head into the carriage. “Business with the King?”
“I am Prince Asem Ferezan to see my cousin. Let us move on.” Asem had assumed a cold, commanding demeanor. He shook his orders out at the guard, with the royal seal of the Ferezan King plainly showing.
The guard withdrew for a moment and left them waiting in the middle of the entrance.
“Waiting is not good,” Kulara said as she adjusted the drape of her silk skirts.
“No.” Asem plucked at the beard on his chin. “I imagine we will not be particularly happy where we spend the evening.”
They had all discussed the various reactions possible on their return from Cokasan, the continent where they had just fought in a civil war. King Marom had not approved fighting in Santasia’s civil war, and Asem expected a punishment. Asem had told them that he wouldn’t be reinstated to his previous position, but he did not expect the worse case, a hasty death for them all. 
Valanna didn’t believe that would happen, not with the intelligence that Asem brought back with him. Asem also didn’t know if they would suffer their fates together or separately. She could tell Asem had worried all the way from Amorim to Balbaam. Kulara remained uncharacteristically silent for long stretches of their journey as well, content to hold Asem’s hand. As for her, Valanna was happy that the trip had ended, and now she had the opportunity to come to terms with whatever would happen.
A uniformed man climbed into the carriage and sat next to Valanna, facing Asem and Kulara. “Prince Asem.” He nodded. “You are instructed to occupy the tower formerly used by Prince Nez, along with your second wife and Valanna Almond. He gave the two women curt bows with his head.
“Well, that means a form of house arrest, Captain Mizor?”
Mizor cleared his throat. He seemed a decade younger than Asem, maybe Misson Dalistro’s age. “It does, in fact. You will stay there at least until the King decides how best to re-employ your services to the Crown.”
Asem smiled and leaned over, clapping Mizor on the shoulder. “House arrest is better than rotting in a dungeon, eh? If Marom said the word re-employ, there is hope,” he said, his spirits lifting somewhat.
“Or a grave,” Mizor said. “But since the King gave you Nez’s tower, that indicates that your confinement will be lined with silk.”
“I’ve spent more time than I liked in that tower already, but accompanied by two such charming ornaments,” he nodded to Kulara and Valanna, “I can still assist my King.”
“You can,” Mizor said.
Valanna looked over at Kulara and saw her cheeks redden a bit when Asem called them ornaments. She knew Asem’s second wife would never think of herself as an ornament, and the vision of being an ornament is what had depressed Valanna on the day she had her disastrous meeting with Trak, but she suspected that Asem was needling Kulara, more of their game-playing.
The carriage rode around to the east side of the palace and deposited them at the base of Prince Nez’s tower. Asem might know a better name for their new home, since Valanna didn’t. The Captain jumped out and held the door open for Asem, who preceded Kulara and then Valanna. He ran ahead of them to lead the three new residents up the steps to a modest entrance.
“You know the Prince never publicly used this door,” Asem said. “He told me that making such a small entrance was excessively demeaning. It didn’t stop him from using it to make his way to the brothels of Balbaam in the middle of the night, however.”
Captain Mizor nodded. “And it isn’t too demeaning for you?”
“For a prisoner in my cousin’s palace?” Asem just shook his head and walked through.
Valanna had been through the door before, and she hadn’t looked forward to her meeting with the Prince. She didn’t need to worry about that anymore; however, she did have new worries to consider. The future seemed to be an uncertain one for her and for Asem and Kulara. She wondered how her fate connected with the couple.
Patience. She had schooled herself to exercise it before, and she would have to do the same now. The rules abruptly changed once they had landed in Warish, but that didn’t mean that Valanna had no ability to play her part in whatever game King Marom would suggest. Suddenly, the fears began to fade a bit, replaced by the prospect of calculations that were yet to be made.
Valanna still possessed weapons that few did. Kulara’s powers paled compared to hers, and both of them knew how to fly out of Balbaam should the game spiral out of their ability to compete. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
~
Her new rooms were familiar since Valanna had used them for the briefest of moments before she fled Balbaam along with Asem and Kulara for Colcan. They were as nice as any she had ever used, even in Misson Dalistro’s mansion, but she didn’t like the small floors making up the tower. Everything seemed too close. 
Even under house arrest, servants bustled around the tower. She now had a full-time maid to cater to her wants, but Valanna had few wants. Her time in the fields of Santasia had driven any excessive material desires from her.
Valanna took the time to examine her new rooms and sought out a secure place to leave Trak’s portfolio. Her brief time examining his work had surprised her. Trak knew many more poses than she did and, since he gave her hints on determining power words, the portfolio was the most valuable object that she owned. She found a space behind the headboard of her bed where she carefully deposited the book.
She paced the too-short corridors of the tower and found a guard who gave her directions to the tower’s library and was shown to the room. She paused as she entered. Asem stood with his back to her, flipping through the pages of a book.
“I am sorry to intrude,” she said.
Asem waved his hand, but didn’t turn around. “Have you developed a dislike of me, Valanna? We haven’t had a talk since we arrived at the palace.” He turned around and smiled. “Sit. We have much to discuss. I have just come from King Marom, and the terms of my ‘imprisonment’ are now known. Don’t worry about an execution, at least not immediately." He laughed, but Valanna noticed his eyes were not exactly filled with mirth. He again invited her to sit down.
She took one of two reading chairs between a small table in the center of the room.
“I have been given an interesting assignment. My network of Pestlan spies has been compromised in my absence due to incompetence and double-dealing. I have been tasked to evaluate the damage.”
“Why is that interesting?” Valanna said.
“I must do it without leaving the tower. Indeed, I can visit the King, but no one else. Kulara has chosen to be by my side during my incarceration, but you, Valanna, have no such restriction. Will you help me investigate our intelligence apparatus in Pestle?”
“I thought you had succeeded in weakening Pestlan objections to Warish?” she said.
“The general strategy has succeeded, but King Harl has purposely damaged our more covert information-gathering efforts and may be seeking to thwart our end game. Your friend, Podor Feely, has been a naughty boy.”
Asem made a circular motion with his hands, encouraging Valanna to speak more.
So, their comments were being monitored. That was why Asem’s speech and mannerisms were so unnatural.
She looked around briefly. “Podor Feely is an odious man. I don’t know why you ever trusted him. Is Timor Saddlebag working with him?”
Asem brightened a bit. “That’s what I want you to find out. Are you willing to go back to Pestledown and find out what is really happening?”
“They must know I’m a magician. Won’t the King have me executed? If not, I wouldn’t mind visiting Pestledown again.”
Asem nodded. “You will carry documents from King Marom that will prevent that, and I will have a duplicate set sent to an agent you will contact once you arrive in Pestledown.”
“Who?”
Asem waved a finger at her. “Not for you to know at this point.” He put his hand to an ear, briefly. What had happened while they were gone? Did the King lack so much trust in his cousin, or could there be factions ready to split Warish like had happened in Santasia? She couldn’t ask Asem in this room, but she had to know before she would attempt a mission that might be more dangerous than staying put.
“I will think on it, Prince.” Valanna smiled. She had never used his royal honorific before, and that made Asem genuinely smile.
“You do that. Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, let me introduce you to this library. Nez rarely set foot in this room, but I did, and I had a hand in choosing the volumes he invariably refused to read. It might have done him some good.” He sighed.
Valanna hated the thought of Prince Nez and didn’t mind if the books hadn’t provided any benefit to the terrible man-boy.
~
Early the next morning, Asem stopped Valanna in a corridor and dismissed the maid that trailed behind her. “Read this and then destroy it,” he said quietly, handing her a few pages of paper. “The scope of your investigation is rather larger than I let on in the library, but I couldn’t chance speaking in a room where I installed secret stations to listen. Not that I needed to with Nez. The King has more confidence in me than I expected, but the situation is grave. We will not speak of it until you have examined those documents. Do not leave them unattended in your rooms, and definitely don’t show them to your maid. Trust no one but Kulara and me." He cleared his throat. “I look forward to a midday meal, Valanna. Kulara and I would like to talk to you about Trak Bluntwithe and Neel Cardswallow.” He left her standing by herself in the middle of the corridor. Valanna continued on towards the library.
Since they would be ostensibly talking about Trak and Neel, she decided to see what Asem’s library could tell her about Torya. Once she entered the room, she felt like someone watched her. Valanna had to smile, but then stopped and wondered if her rooms had such passages. She would have to ask Asem.
There were only two books that talked about Torya, but there were portfolios of reports of people who had been to Torya or had written accounts of others who had.
She sat down at a reading table by the one large window in the room and began to go through the reports. In the middle, she slipped the papers she had hidden in her dress out and laid them over the scattered contents of the portfolio and began to read.
She had to keep her jaw from dropping once she learned that two factions emerged once Asem had left. Nobles in Balbaam had become less cooperative in their dealings with the King. The Pestlan king had begun to behave strangely towards Warish agents, except for Feely. Both groups might be plotting to depose King Marom. Valanna read through the information three times, memorizing as much of it as she could. She walked over to the small fireplace that kept the chill out of the room and burned the papers. She made sure that she also stirred the ashes. A magician wouldn’t be able to reconstitute the message now.
Valanna sat back and thought about the situation. Was any kingdom safe anymore? It seemed that the Ferezan slow strategy might have backfired even though that it was so close to success. 
Did King Marom fear that Asem would align with one or the other? What about the Warish army? She ended up having more questions than the pages could possibly answer.
After going through the portfolios, she realized that she had gotten more information from Nullia about Torya than the obviously made-up descriptions in the reports. How much bad information existed in libraries in the various capitals? But then she wondered about the possibility of the distorted accounts purposely inserted by biased parties.
Did rulers make decisions based on bad observations? They must, she thought. It made her sad, but now she could see why Senior Dalistro sent his son out to gather information. Valanna would soon carry out the same role for Asem and the King, and she vowed to do her best.
Her maid interrupted the stillness of the library and informed her that the midday meal was ready. She put the portfolios back together and slipped them back where they belonged. The dining room was up two levels in the tower, and Valanna arrived just as Asem and Kulara did.
“Sit, sit,” Kulara said. “We don’t run into each other very often since we are floors apart from each other’s quarters.”
“I suppose that is the greatest disadvantage of living in a tower this small. Bitrium’s towers were much larger.”
Asem nodded his head. “I didn’t get the closed in feeling with them and there are no lift shafts here. It’s rather tiring." Asem had never used such a term before. Was he purposely making himself seem like he didn’t care? Maybe. He walked around the room and adjusted draperies and walked behind one. Valanna heard a latch close. “There. No one can hear us. We will talk quickly, until we hear the sound of someone entering.”
“You should see him inspect our bedroom every night just before we retire,” Kulara said. “It wouldn’t do to be interrupted at night, would it?” She raised her hand towards Asem, who took her hand and kissed it.
“No. Now you read the papers?”
Valanna nodded. “I have, and I fear for the entire continent.”
“As well you should. We need to know friend from enemy and that will be your task in Pestledown, if you are willing.”
They all stopped talking as the meal was served. When the servants left the room, Valanna answered Asem, “I am willing. One thing I realized is that poor information abounds. I read the Toryan reports, and they are virtually useless.”
“And that is the best information we have other than one report that listed names and ranks of certain Toryans. That is in the King’s personal library,” Asem said. “I need to know the truth in Pestledown. That will help me discover the extent of the rebellion in Balbaam. We will need to move as quickly as we can.”
“I can leave tomorrow, if you wish.”
“In a week’s time. You will need to meet with the King between now and then.”
~
Valanna had never actually met face-to-face with King Marom before. She had been to court a few times, but she had clung to the walls, out of sight, afraid of the fierce Ferezan princes, including Asem. Now Asem seemed like a friendly uncle and not the frightening, mysterious man who had spirited her away from Prince Nez.
King Marom assumed, as always, the role of a man to fear. He was a vigorous man in his fifties, not much older than Asem, but he looked every bit the ferocious King of the desert tribes. His gaze burned across the study at her as Asem led her into his presence.
“Check away,” King Marom said waving his hand, while Asem examined every spy hole that he knew in the room.
“No one is about,” he said.
The King turned to Valanna. “You understand your mission in Pestle?”
“I do,” Valanna said. Asem had spent some time verbally briefing her on her tasks.
“Do you have any questions for your King?” He stared at her with the hint of a challenge in his eyes.
Valanna cleared her throat and clapped her hands together once, very silently, and then folded them in her lap. “I don’t want to be jailed or executed because I have magical talent. Asem, uh, Prince Asem said I would get a clearance from you.”
The King glanced at Asem, and then back to Valanna. “I will issue such a document. You must not flaunt your abilities, but feel free to use your power to escape. This flying thing that you know how to do can get you out of most situations?”
Valanna nodded. “If I am caught in the open, yes, but if I am tied up or in a closed room, there is little I can do.”
“Are you arguing with your King?” the King said.
She felt her face heat up. “No argument, Your Majesty, just a concern to be voiced. I am yours to command.” She bowed her head as Asem had taught and remained silent. Valanna felt she had pushed the King as far as she could, but still didn’t receive any assurance she wouldn’t be executed as soon as she showed her face in Pestledown.
The King pushed a document across his desk. “Pick it up.”
Valanna did so and read the document and then read the signature. King Harl Crustwillow, Ruler of Pestle had signed the guarantee. “Is this real?”
“It is, but I caution you, I only have a few of these, so understand that my need for you to succeed on this mission is vital to my rule.”
Valanna nodded. She could not speak.
“Succeed,” the King commanded by thrusting his finger at her, and then left the room while Asem and Valanna stared at each other.
She brought the document to Asem. “This is genuine?”
“It is Crustwillow’s signature as I know it. I’ve seen it enough times. You don’t get better assurance than this, but bear in mind, anything can happen in Pestle. It’s not a lawless place yet, but Pestledown isn’t as safe as when you were there with Trak, and I can’t say that I trust King Harl, document or not.”
Valanna understood. “But you do have trust in me.” She said it as a statement.
“It is not misplaced. There is nothing you have to prove. You have developed into a smart, motivated woman who can reason well in difficult environments. Dalistro schooled you as well as he did Trak, and you responded as well as he purportedly did. You have Misson’s recommendation, too, by the way.”
Recommendation. She hadn’t expected such respect, and it made her feel warm that she had actually accomplished much since she had first made contact with Trak. Valanna didn’t want to be a spy, but if that would release Kulara and Asem from their house arrest, she would willingly give spying a try.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Five
~
TEMBUL, SIRUL, AND TRAK WERE SHUFFLED INTO A COURT of some kind inside a three-story building in Peskoa. Reddish wood panels covered the floor, ceiling, and walls. The large windows weren’t of glass, but of a translucent material, perhaps waxed paper, Trak thought. 
The guards made them stand in the middle of the room. Their shoes had been removed, but their bindings remained. Four men and a woman filed into the room and sat behind a long low table. Large candles burned on tall candlesticks at either end. Guards pushed them down and forced them to bow to the judges.
“These are the magicians?” one of the men said.
A uniformed man dressed in a tunic emblazoned with a stylized flower in the center nodded his head. “They are.”
The speaker in the center of the table looked down at a parchment filled with Benninese characters. Trak lifted his chin up to look at the writing but couldn’t make out the Benninese words. 
“You are magicians?” the woman asked.
“I healed a woman with magic, yes. She would have died otherwise,” Trak said.
The judge or whatever he was, there were no introductions, looked up at the officer. “Did he?”
“It is rumored that he did, yes.”
“Why a rumor?” the woman said. “If it is just a rumor, then why are these men in front of us?”
An undercurrent of anger seemed to permeate the room, yet Trak knew so little about Bennin administrative procedures that this could all be an act, and he was in no position take advantage of the anger of one party against the other.
“No rumor,” the officer said with anger in his voice. “He healed the woman. She is in the next room, should you wish an interview.”
Another man stood up. “Then bring her in. Why are the Emperor’s Guards acting so foolishly? You waste the Bureaucracy’s time.”
The officer turned red with anger of his own and left. He returned, pushing Mori into the room.
“This is the woman?” the man in the center said.
“I am.” Mori looked defiantly into the man’s eyes. “What does the Peskoan Central Committee want with me? I have paid my taxes in full in Beniko.”
The woman committee member squinted at Mori. “Did the youth over there save your life?”
Mori glanced back at Trak and gave him a mournful look. “He did.”
“He used magic?”
Mori shook her head. “I can’t tell you that. I was in no condition to determine who did what to me. It’s like that when your stomach is cut wide open.”
“And how does it look now?”
Mori untied the cords on her robe and showed her stomach. Trak couldn’t see the wound, but the sight impressed the committee members.
“Magic,” the woman on the committee said. “Undoubtedly magic if this occurred a few days ago.”
“But I saved her life!” Trak said.
“And for that we will imprison you and your two Toryan friends for the rest of your lives. Agreed?” the man in the center said.
They all nodded “Agreed.” “Agreed.”
Mori pursed her lips. “Not quite the reaction I expected,” she said half to herself. “This is the reward you give for a good deed? You should all be ashamed to be Benninese.” She turned around so quickly, her long ponytail whipped into her face, as walked out of the room.
“Your papers?” the man in the center said.
“We have no idea where our bags are,” Tembul said.
The man in the center shrugged. “Does it matter at this point? The State now owns you.” He looked at the officer and jerked his head. “Now, they are yours.” The committee members rose from their cushions and left the room by the same door they entered in the back of the room.
“Come along with me,” the officer said. “Your carriage awaits outside." He laughed as he walked out.
Guards roughly helped them to their feet. Trak, Tembul, and Sirul had no choice but to hop along behind. The carriage turned out to look just like one of the wagons they had been traveling in, but there were rings in the sides of the wagon bed. Soldiers untied them and threaded ropes into the rings and bound them up again.
Mori approached the wagon after the soldiers were done. “I am sorry for what happened. For what it is worth, I will do what I can to help you.”
“How can you do that?” Tembul asked.
“We shall see. Exercise patience, and we shall see.” She gave them all half a smile before she walked down the street and turned a corner.
Trak wouldn’t set eyes on the woman again. Without much effort he had become a slave in Bennin, facing a life of captivity. His visions of a heroic journey to save the princess had too quickly ended in failure. The soldiers had shown the ability to truss a magician up sufficiently to prohibit assuming a pose. The ‘worry’ spell wouldn’t be his salvation this time. The last time he spoke another spell without a pose, he had put everyone in the cabin in a deep sleep. He only lived today because Valanna noticed the word worry written on his wrist.
“So shall we begin to teach you how to properly read Toryan?” Tembul said as the wagon jerked into motion.
Sirul moaned in dismay, but Trak managed a smile. “Why not? I think we will be experts at removing rocks before long, and I would like to think of something other than the sharp end of a pick while I work.”
“Admirable,” Tembul said. “I can also teach you everything I know about woodcraft.” He turned to Sirul. “That would be useful, even to you, wouldn’t it Sirul?”
Sirul nodded with a frown and looked away.
“Where should I begin?”
~
Trak and Tembul made a game out of being teacher and pupil. Sirul finally came around, and the leagues of travel seemed to glide by quickly.
The trip wasn’t as bad as Trak had feared. They even stayed in a few Benninese inns along the way. The style of architecture was quite different than Pestle, and it changed little as they headed east into the mountains. Tile roofs extended to make porches and verandahs around the mostly single-story inns. Low chairs or sitting mats were placed around tables underneath the overhangs where people ate out in the open.
They must have missed a rainy season, since the sky was mostly clear during their trip. The wide roofs would certainly shed any rain. He could have enjoyed their trip south under other circumstances. Even so, the only real problem with the trip was the dreaded end. Trak didn’t look forward to mining with one arm tied to his body.
Every journey has an ending, and theirs came on the fourth day. The wagon rolled underneath a wide gate and entered into a packed dirt courtyard. The architecture had lost some of its charm in the way the government had designed these buildings. The entire place seemed subdued, as if covered by a burial shroud. He heard no laughter and no banter. Probably no one wanted to be there.
“Out,” a soldier said. “You have just arrived at your new home, Magician Incarceration Facility Number Three.”
“It doesn’t look very new to me,” Sirul said under his breath, but still loud enough to earn a blow with a long stick the guard carried. Trak looked around. Sirul didn’t have a very discerning eye. Trak looked at the wood, the tiles and the little bit of landscaping around the place. He doubted if the camp had been built more than a decade ago, which meant the restriction on magic might have occurred long after it had in Pestle.
“No back talk.” The guard looked defiantly at Tembul and Trak.
“I understand,” Tembul said, but Trak could see a twinkle in the Toryan’s eye. If Tembul could make their trip to the work camp fun, he could lighten his life in the mines as well.
A short portly man, with a shaven head and the makings of a beard walked off the steps of one of the buildings and approached them. He carried a long rod, painted dark red, and waved it menacingly at the three of them.
“I am Chief Guard Naroki, and you are my children. I am a harsh parent and will punish you for bad behavior. Do you know why my little stick is painted dark red?" He paused for effect, but Trak had a good idea what he would say. “So I won’t have to wash off your blood.” He laughed to be menacing, but it made the man more pathetic in Trak’s eyes. “You three will be assigned to different shifts. I won’t have you plotting together to escape or anything. We don’t trust foreigners in Bennin, especially foreign magicians. We have enough trouble with our own.” Naroki used his stick, which was not covered in dried blood, Trak noticed, to give orders. They were led in different directions to their quarters.
Trak followed once the guard retied Trak’s bond on his ankles to permit him to walk. His new home proved to be a two-storied barracks building. The guard led him to the second floor and pointed to a rumpled bed, which was a platform only a hand’s width high from the floor.
“The previous owner died last week. Take the bedding and wash it. There is a trough of water and soap behind the building. Spread the bedding on the clothesline outside and sit on the porch until the shift is over. If you wish to try to run away bear in mind that we break bones when we catch you, and prisoners are always caught.” The guard turned on his heel and left Trak alone in the barracks.
He had nothing else to do until the end of the shift when he could talk to his fellow prisoners, so he decided that washing his bedding was a good idea. He gathered two comforters along with a tiny pillow and dragged them outside. The trough was dry so he had to grab a bucket and fill the trough up with water from a stone-lined waterway that ran behind the buildings. The channel was barely wider than the bucket, but with little else to do, Trak soon filled the trough up, found the soap and a contraption with slats that seemed to be used to clean things.
The mindless work reminded Trak of all the sheets, towels, and clothes he had washed when he helped Able run The Blunted Sword so long ago in Greenbrook. Trak didn’t really miss those peaceful days, since he had always looked forward to the future when he could leave the drudgery of Greenbrook behind, and he did. Now he would live the rest of his life far from Greenbrook, far from Valanna and the rest of the world, working in a remote mine in Bennin. 
When he finished, he struggled to get the bedclothes over the clothesline with one good hand and finally succeeded. He retreated under the roof to sit on the porch with his back to the wall.
His mind wandered, and he woke up after a sharp rap against his shins.
“Up. Your laundry is dry, and I won’t have you idling around my domain,” a skinny woman said. She wore a guard’s uniform that was too big for her and carried around the ubiquitous stick. She had painted hers a light blue.
“What can I do?” Trak said.
“Get those bedclothes off the line and onto your pallet. Then report to me in my office on the first floor.” She walked around the corner of the building without saying another word.
Trak retrieved his washing. It wasn’t quite dry, but he didn’t want any broken bones, so he struggled to keep them from falling in the dirt of the compound and lugged them to his pallet, laying them out as best as he could. He looked around at the other beds and arranged his to look much like the rest, and then he hobbled down the stairs and sought out the building’s guard.
He stood at the archway leading to the guard’s low desk. Since there wasn’t a door, he rapped his knuckles on the frame. “Trak Bluntwithe, reporting.”
“Sit,” she motioned to the floor. Trak noticed that she sat on a cushion.
He struggled to sit, bound as he was, and looked up.
“Don’t look me in the eye, child.” She used the same nomenclature that Naroki, the camp commander, had used. “Your name is no longer what you said. You are prisoner two-eight-two. Don’t forget it.”
“I won’t.”
“Call me Mother. I am the Mother of the Second Shift.”
“I won’t, Mother.”
She smiled. “Good. You will be assigned to work with another prisoner.” She lifted a list, written in the Benninese alphabet, which made it unreadable to Trak. “One-four-seven can use a new partner. Don’t drag him down. He has been diligent in making his quota.”
Mother looked at a contraption that dripped water from one container into another. It must have been some kind of water-based clock, he thought. “The shift is over. You may return to the verandah and wait for your partner. His number is scrawled on his shirt. If you don’t know how to write in Benninese, have him write your number on your shirt and learn how it is done. Take care of your clothes, you won’t get another set until the new year.”
Trak rose to his feet and left Mother examining her paperwork, and then went back to his place in the back of the building. He had noticed paths leading away from camp and waited. He didn’t sit for long when he heard voices coming from the thick vegetation. A line of men and women exited out of the forest and lined up in front of the verandah.
Mother came out. “We have a new inmate. He is two-eight-two. One-four-seven, you now have a partner. Make sure you train him well. He looks young and strong, so we have upped your quota to reflect that. You are dismissed to the mess building.
Trak looked around to see if an inmate stayed behind. He couldn’t read the kind of Benninese script that the prisoners had used to mark their uniforms. One-four-seven was tall and strong, with long, dark blond hair turning white. Trak thought he looked to be about Tembul’s age, which was a bit older than Neel, his father.
“Two-eight-two? I am one-four-seven, but you can call me Jojo.” He bowed to Trak, who bowed back.
“I am Trak.” Trak suspected that they would be spending plenty of time together, so trading actual names sounded like an encouraging start to their relationship.
“Glad to meet you, Trak. Let’s move along. If there is no food left when we get to the mess building, we go hungry.”
Trak noticed that Jojo wore a harness on his body rather than the bindings on Trak. “Do I get a harness?”
Jojo nodded. “When we get up to the mines, you’ll be given one of these. Its main purpose is to keep one of your arms immobilized. The guards switch the harnesses to bind your other side every few days so you can maintain your strength and balance over time. It wouldn’t do to lose the use of an arm, and then hurt yourself so you couldn’t dig out the ore the Committee desires.”
“Which Committee, or I should say, what is a Committee? I’ve only been a few weeks in Bennin, and this Committee business is new to me. I met my first Committee the day I was made a slave.”
Jojo laughed. “Don’t think that way. If you don’t believe you are a slave, you aren’t. I’ve been here for seven years, when they started this camp, and have convinced myself that I am not bound to any other man. I’ve been waiting a long time for you.”
Trak stopped walking. “Me? We just met.”
“Do you know Mori?” Jojo tugged on Trak’s sleeve to get him walking again.
“The merchant?”
The man nodded. “My cousin. She made sure we were to work together.”
“How?”
“The Committees run the bureaucracy and write the rules, but there is always a way around both of them.”
Trak had learned a few things since he had left Pestle. “Money?”
Jojo clapped Trak on the back. “Right you are. If you know whom to pay, life is better. Mori makes sure that I am well taken care of and that includes being paired up with you.”
The man’s words still didn’t make much sense. “But how did Mori know who I am?”
“Later,” he said. “Tomorrow when I teach you how to mine, we will talk again, Trak, because you are my hope, and now you have arrived.”
~
As the day broke, Jojo dragged Trak up from his pallet early, so they could go to the mess building first.
“We get two meals a day. Once you arrive in the mess hall, you can eat as many helpings as you want, but if you are late and the food is gone, it’s gone. One helping is never enough, trust me.”
They both took the wooden trays and thin sticks that the Benninese used to eat and filled the trays under the watchful eyes of the kitchen staff. Everything in the mess building was clean, but plain, including the food, which was adequate, and less tasty than the rice and soup that Mori had taught Trak how to make. 
“Ah, there are three shifts in this camp. They spread out our entry and exit into the mine, and we eat at different times. It makes things flow easier. You’ll learn soon enough. Second Shift is the best, of course,” Jojo said, laughing. It was evident that Jojo didn’t let his future of lifetime incarceration bother him too much. Trak kept quiet as he ate. He had been told not to trust a Benninese and, so far, that had been good advice; first Paka and Lenis, and then the incident on the caravan followed by the joke of a trial in Peskoa.
He would have to live on two levels; one level to maintain his strength of body and outlook, and the other to learn about the prison camp, so he could leave. He vowed to find a way to escape and fulfill his mission, but first he needed to learn the language better, and that meant both reading and writing. Jojo seemed friendly enough. Perhaps he would work with him on his language and understanding of the Benninese culture. Jojo said that Trak was his hope, and perhaps Jojo embodied hope for Trak.
“You won’t be seeing your two friends if they are on other shifts, but things are a bit looser underground, you’ll see.”
Trak sputtered when Jojo mentioned Tembul and Sirul. How did the man know he had friends in the camp? “You are well-informed.”
Jojo smiled and took a bit of rice, just chewing on his food. “Mori told me in a letter with the funds to get you partnered with me.”
“Is she a magician?”
“I would tell you? Right now, you are still a stranger, so exercise a bit of patience. We can help each other, but let’s spend some time getting to know one another first.”
Jojo’s reply settled Trak’s anxiety a bit, and that gave Trak more of an appetite, so both men rushed into the line of inmates for an additional helping.
A gong rang, and the men took their empty trays to a window and left the mess building to line up outside. Once all men and women were out of the mess building, the guards marched them into the forest. The trek took them over a cobbled walkway raised above the surrounding ground. Trak wondered again about a rainy season, but since none of the inmates talked while they marched, Trak’s questions would have to wait until they were inside the mine.
Trak estimated that they walked for less than half an hour going up and down, but mainly up, until they came to a flat clearing defined by a stone barrier. He could see that the wall extended into the forest in another direction. He noticed another gate with wagons lined up on the other side. The ore obviously left by a different route. He wondered what kept the inmates from climbing over the walls, and that meant more questions for Jojo.
“Stop and step out,” a guard tapped Trak on the shoulder. She called over four other guards, who aimed crossbows at Trak. “No poses.” She removed his ropes and fit him into a harness. “Proceed.”
Trak hobbled up to Jojo in the middle of the column as they walked into a large opening in the side of a hill. They passed a semi-circular stone-lined wall. Holes were cut into the stone, and Trak could see light from some of the holes. Were these arrow slits arranged such a way to discourage the inmates from escaping? A magician with a good shield could stroll through the segment. What he saw of the camp didn’t make sense. There were no realistic barriers to escape if a decent magician regained the ability to pose.
Trak saw two inmates using one hand each to push the large-wheeled carts. The carts all had vertical rods for pushing, one on each side. He took one handle of the cart Jojo indicated, while Jojo put two picks and two shovels into cart. How could they use those tools with one hand?
“Follow the rest,” Jojo said.
The inmates still moved without talking. Guards monitored their every action. As they moved deeper into the mine, Trak noticed magic lights illuminating their way. Not long after, the inmates began to talk to each other.
“Guards don’t come down here very often,” Jojo said.
“But someone had to pose to create the lights.”
Jojo nodded. “The weaker among us are assigned to make the lights. It is safer than torches, and the light is better, a slight concession to our abilities.”
“And every inmate is a magician?”
Jojo looked around at the inmates. “Most, but not all. Some are political prisoners, but then the magicians are, too.”
Since Bennin outlawed magic just liked Pestle did, could there be a connection? He wondered as they continued down into the mine. “What are you mining?”
“Mostly iron. See the red streaks in the walls. We just burrow through the mountain along whatever seams we find.”
Trak had never thought much about mining, but now his mind whirred. “So you’ve taken care of the light, but doesn’t the dust and the air get stale?”
“Just wait,” Jojo said. “Turn to the left.”
A branch appeared just up ahead. Trak pushed his side of the cart so it headed into the left tunnel. After another two turns, Trak and Jojo faced a blank wall.
“We fill up the cart with ore during our shift. That is our quota.”
Trak looked down at the cart. “So you had to make this half full each day?”
Jojo smiled and looked intently at Trak. “You are a smart kid. That’s right. You are my first healthy partner in two years. If you want to improve your strength, you’ve ended up in the right place.”
Trak had a hard time making out the iron in the wall. “Shouldn’t we get a light put here?”
“Sure.” Jojo shrugged off his harness and created a light using a similar pose to the one that Trak learned, but the power word was different.
“You…”
“Let me show you how.” Jojo taught Trak how to remove the harness using one hand. “I don’t work with one hand and neither should you. It will take us about three hours or so to fill up the cart, and then we can talk about what comes next.”
“How many magicians take off their harnesses?” Trak said while exercising his arm.
“Me, for sure, but I suppose there are many more who have learned the trick.”
Trak took up a shovel and made a light of his own to clear out the seam. “Can we fill this up and then talk? I have a lot of questions.”
Jojo puffed out his chest. “I have a lot of questions of my own. Let’s get to work.”
Trak followed Jojo’s instructions as they worked together to clean out the seam, putting the non-ore bearing rock on the side. Third Shift’s job was to clear out the mineshafts.
Some time later, they had filled the cart, and Jojo sat Trak down, leaning against the wall of the mine.
“Are these shafts safe? Won’t they collapse or something?”
Jojo laughed. “Not the ones I work on. He posed, and then closed his eyes and opened his hands. “There.”
“What kind of spell did you use?”
“One that binds rock to each other. It’s a simple spell, actually. You don’t have one like that?”
It wasn’t hard to admit that he didn’t. “Do you use it in construction?”
Jojo nodded. “You are a smart one. We used it to bind bricks together and strengthen stucco walls. Here we bind the rocks together that circle the walls. It works. Would you like to learn? I will teach you if you agree with certain conditions.”
“What are the conditions?”
“Do you know who the Vashtans are?”
Trak’s heart sunk. The Vashtans had their hands everywhere. “I do. I found them in Santasia.”
“You what?”
The Santasian civil war became the topic for the next hour while Trak told his view of the war that had just ended. Jojo had to work with Trak in places to get through Trak’s limited grasp of the Benninese language.
“This is the first I’ve heard of this.”
Trak nodded. “If there are any conflicts in the world right now, you have to suspect their involvement.”
“You are right,” Jojo said. “You have more than paid for the information I’m about to give you. Vashtans are behind the takeover of our bureaucracy. They banned magic except for Benninese nobles who have pledged to become their allies.”
“But they haven’t taken over the government?”
Jojo laughed. “The government is the Bureaucracy. When the bureaucrats move, they really don’t care who the titular head of government is; they function on their own.”
“Have the Vashtans infiltrated the bureaucracy?”
Jojo paused. “Of course they have, but exactly to what extent, I don’t know. Mori has a better idea of what the current situation is.”
Trak rose to his feet. “The Warish have done much the same to Pestle, but the Vashtans aren’t behind King Marom. I know that for a fact.”
“You are a Toryan. What do you care what happens on Pestle?”
Trak pursed his lips and put his hands on his hips. Jojo took a step back. Trak laughed. “This is no pose,” he said. “I am from Pestle. I have a Pestlan mother and a half-Toryan father.”
“Half Toryan and half Pestlan must be an interesting combination.”
“My father is half Colcan and half Toryan. When he was about my age, he had a falling out with the powers in their capital and left, ending up in Pestle and marrying my mother. She was executed for practicing magic, which was banned nearly twenty years ago by King Harl shortly after he first took the throne.” Trak angered at the thought and knew the same thing must have happened on Bennin. “I suppose a government seeking control denies magicians a place so they can rule unimpeded.”
“And did that happen in Santasia?”
Trak shook his head. “The populace split between loyalists to the Santasian Council and populist allegiance to a powerful magician…”
“Which you defeated.”
Trak nodded. “Which I defeated, but the Vashtans spirited him away using a teleportation spell. I chased them from spot to spot, but I fell behind.”
“Teleportation. How did you follow them?”
Trak paused and wondered if he should trust Jojo. Perhaps the Committee that ran the prison camp planted him. He could claim he knew Mori.
“A spell I know, two actually, but it isn’t teleportation.”
Jojo leaned back against the wall. “May I examine your magical strength?”
“The Toryans have a spell that does that,” Trak said.
“And so do we. Just stand up straight.”
Trak did as Jojo asked.
After a few moments, Jojo sighed and then grinned. He clapped both hands on his shoulders. “You are my hope and my dream. I see three channels of power in you, something I have never observed before. You can become the most powerful magician on Bennin with the proper training. How many poses do you know?”
“Over seventy,” Trak said.
Jojo sputtered. “Seventy! I didn’t even know there were that many. If you didn’t know the binding spell, I’m sure there are some Benninese poses I can show you.”
“Power words are different among different peoples.” Trak said. Evidently, Jojo wasn’t as accomplished as he thought.
Jojo waved his comment away. “You won’t need to know all the power words.” He put his finger to his lips. “I will teach you how to channel power through your body without using a pose.”
Trak didn’t know if he should believe Jojo, but it was time for one of his questions. “Why haven’t you escaped, if you can do it yourself?”
“That assumes I am incarcerated involuntarily, doesn’t it?” Jojo raised an eyebrow. “I hide in plain sight. I stay here because one man, even a powerful magician, can only do so much. You and your friends can join us. I have a number of people who I trust and will move when the time is right. A magician of your caliber, joining us, makes the time right.”
“What are your plans?”
Jojo stood up. “I’m not ready to tell you, just as I can tell you are not ready to trust me. What do you want of me while we get to know each other better?”
“I would like to spell without a pose.”
“That is why I told you I could,” Jojo said, “but that will wait until the trust is earned on both sides.”
“My friends and I came to Bennin to rescue a Toryan princess held in your capital city, so I need to learn to speak Benninese better and read your writing before I proceed.”
“Ah, I should have thought of the princess. I have heard of her, even here. Let me teach you our language. That will be easy since we will have lots of time down here.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Six
~
VALANNA STEPPED DOWN FROM HER COACH and looked up at the sign of the out-of-the-way inn, The Blunted Sword. Trak grew up here. She stepped inside and found the inn quite orderly.
“Meal or a room?”
Valanna smiled as she shed her cloak. “Both, actually. Isn’t this Able Bluntwithe’s establishment?”
The female innkeeper squinted her eyes for an instant, but broke into a friendly smile. Valanna suspected the squint mirrored the woman’s true feelings. “It is. Do you know Able?”
Valanna shook her head. “I don’t, but I know Trak rather well.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Trak isn’t here either.”
“He is probably in Bennin by now. Able, I believe is in Torya and won’t return until Trak does.”
The innkeeper gave Valanna an appraising look and walked behind the long counter. “You are better informed than I am. Can I get you a drink? Ale?” Valanna picked up the nervousness in her voice.
“A small mug would do me nicely,” Valanna said. “My drivers are out getting the carriage seen to. Could you see that they get a rather larger portion than I?”
“Certainly. Have you come all the way from Pestledown?”
Valanna looked at her fingernails. “Balbaam, actually. You know…Warish?”
After clearing her throat the woman brought ale to a table. “You can sit here. I’ll tend to your servants.”
Valanna took a sip and frowned. She thought that Able would likely be disappointed in what the woman served. Looking around the inn, Valanna found it nice and tidy. She ran her hand along the table’s surface feeling every dent and carving. How many times had Trak washed this table when he worked here with his father?
She wondered what was different. Trak hadn’t been back to the inn, as far as she knew, since he was fourteen, over four years ago, and she suspected he had changed much more than this room had.
Valanna took another sip and slipped out the back door. What had Trak talked about, his little farm? She looked around and spotted a modest orchard on the other side of an open corral. She strolled in the cool air and wandered through the fallow rows. Vegetables had grown here, and Trak had climbed in these fruit trees.
She could picture him practicing the sword forms that Neel had taught him, honing the hidden talent that lurked within. Valanna realized that Trak had only recently unlocked the promise of what he could become, and when he offered her his friendship in Amorim, she had only thought of herself. She couldn’t help but sigh.
On the way back to the inn, she felt the full force of the shame that had been festering inside her. She wiped away a tear and took a deep breath before she plunged back into the warm interior of The Blunted Sword.
Two men sat at her table. They looked at her expectantly as she entered.
“You’ve seen Trak recently?”
“Not quite two months ago,” Valanna said. “He passed through Amorim on the way to Bennin.”
“Bennin! Ah, the boy’s turned into a world traveler,” one of them said and stood up, dragging the other up with him. “You might be wondering who we are. I’m Terry Grindingbrook, blacksmith, and this is the village builder, Astun Dimple. We be friends of Able and Neel…and Trak, of course.”
Valanna looked at the men quite blankly until it dawned on her that Trak had talked of these two men. “Oh, Able and Neel’s drinking companions.”
The both looked a bit embarrassed. “You do know Trak, don’t you?” Terry said it as more of a statement than a question.
“I fought by his side in the Santasian civil war. I suppose you haven’t heard the stories?”
“You’ve been to Santasia?” Aston said. “That’s where Neel and Able went.”
“Sit down, gentlemen. I fought with Neel, too. Able, I’ve never met, but he has his place in what I’ve got to tell you.” Valanna sat down herself and started with Trak’s adventures where they intersected with her own.
By the time she had finished, night had fallen, and she had attracted ten or fifteen villagers wanting her to repeat what she had seen and done. She left out her magical role in the adventures, since she didn’t want to be arrested for practicing magic, but all of them knew Trak learned to use magic, so she attributed all of the magical credit to him.
“After Trak had defeated Riotro in a duel, he left with Neel and his Toryan friends to free Able, but the Toryans kept both his fathers, forcing Trak to seek out the kidnapped princess in Bennin. He visited me briefly in Amorim and left the same day on a ship.” Valanna took a sip of her third small cup of ale and sat back answering questions.
The time grew late as the men and women of the village had to return to their homes to get up early for the next day. Valanna and the two drivers sat by themselves. A few of the villagers had decided to continue to drink. The innkeeper washed mugs and tankards behind the counter, but her demeanor had changed during Valanna’s story.
“I heard a different version of your story in Balbaam, Lady Valanna. You were more involved in what went on,” one of the drivers said.
Valanna put her finger to her lips. “Not here. While in Pestle, the version you heard tonight will suffice. Am I understood?”
The pair nodded their heads.
“Good. I’m heading upstairs to my room.”
Valanna heard the slap of a key on the counter.
“Third one on the right. It’s our best,” the woman said. “I’ll be pleased to have you spend the night with us for free. You do know Esmera in Pestledown?”
Valanna nodded. “I celebrated Trak’s fifteenth birthday in his room above her stable. It seems like a long time ago.”
“It does indeed. I served in the kitchen of the Looking Inn at the time. You really are Trak’s friend. I’m sorry I doubted it all, even your fanciful story, but now I’m sure you are who you say who you are.”
~
Valanna looked out at the angry sea. She didn’t like the feel of Herring’s Bone, where she parted ways with her drivers, and had to wait three days for a suitable ship to dock. Her stomach didn’t take kindly to the ship’s bobbing on the waves, but this voyage was nothing compared to her others.
When the ship sighted Pestledown, Valanna wondered how far Trak had been out from the city when he jumped into the ocean. His first spell had been to defend himself from a shark in these very waters. She wondered what kind of sharks she would confront while she swam for information in Pestledown.
Asem seemed to think that the unrest in Balbaam might have originated in Pestledown, not the other way around. Either way, she had to come up with enough intelligence to justify the King’s public release of Asem and Kulara.
After the ship docked, Valanna found a carriage and took it to Esmera’s The Looking Inn. Valanna would start by contacting Coffun Cricket, who worked for Podor Feely, the spy Asem suspected of now working for the anti-Marom faction.
The late-fall weather made the city dull and dreary. The current drizzle made the colors of the buildings look faded and caused the citizens of Pestle’s capital city to scurry around. She didn’t feel like being outside and felt a shock of relief when her carriage finally turned into The Looking Inn’s stable yard.
She looked around the yard and noticed that Trak’s old quarters were dark. With a sigh of memories past, she walked through the double doors and into the dining room of the inn. Esmera stood marking up some paper behind a standing desk.
“It has been a long time, Esmera Walkabout,” Valanna said.
Esmera didn’t immediately recognize her. Valanna was older and dressed more maturely than when she was last in Pestledown. Valanna smiled when Esmera realized who she was.
“Valanna…”
“Almond. Valanna Almond. As I said it’s been a long time. I’m here to stay in Pestledown for a while and wondered if you had a room to rent. I noticed that Trak’s old room above the stable was dark. Is it available? I’ve got warm memories of the times Trak and I spent studying there.”
Esmera narrowed her eyes. “It’s available, but we will have to have a bit of a talk before that happens.”
“My luggage is on your porch, so I hope it won’t take too long,” Valanna said.
“It is time for tea. Would you share some with me in my office?”
Valanna smiled. “Certainly.” She followed Esmera to her office and sat on the offered leather overstuffed chair.
“You are still a spy for Warish?” Esmera didn’t waste any time.
“I am a spy for King Marom of Warish, yes, but there are now other factions, and I’m here to find out what is happening in Pestledown.”
Esmera rubbed her chin with the back of her hand when a maid served them tea and left. “That would explain a few things.” She turned her chair towards the window and looked away from Valanna. “Crustwillow, our King, has been acting oddly, and we wondered why.”
“Truthfully, I am not here to prepare for an invasion,” Valanna said. “I only seek to clarify the Warish position. I will share what I find with you and ask nothing other than a room above the stable and any information that you voluntarily think might be useful for me to know. If there is anything that isn’t to our mutual benefit, feel free to keep it to yourself.”
Esmera turned to Valanna. “You know I am a member of the Pestlan underground.”
Valanna nodded her head. “It’s not even a rebellion. I faced one of those in Santasia.”
“You were in Santasia during their revolution. I just learned, not too long ago, that it was over.”
“It is. I’ll give you a very detailed version if we come to an agreement.”
Esmera smiled. “I always liked you. Trak liked you, and that made me very disappointed when you left him abruptly.”
“I was called back to Balbaam at the time. I would hardly call myself a spy then, just a naive observer more than anything else.”
“I can appreciate that. I think you have a deal. Who will you be seeing first?”
“Coffun Cricket, if he is still around.”
Esmera frowned. “He’s not a Warish spy like you, I know that for certain.”
“No, but he works for one. Podor Feely is and seems to have gone over to the other side, whatever or whoever that is. That’s what I’m trying to find out. I will say this, any faction that comes to power in Warish will not treat Pestle as benignly as King Marom intends to.”
Esmera waved her hand, dismissing Valanna’s comment. “How can I believe that?”
“You can’t, but I’m not asking that you do. We can discuss our impressions of the Warishian campaign another time.”
Esmera stood. “Friendly enemies then?” She thrust out her hand.
Valanna took it and shook the innkeeper’s hand firmly. “At least.”
~
Valanna took a meal in the dining room while Esmera’s maids cleaned Trak’s old rooms. She followed two stableboys carrying her bags up the stairs and along the covered walkway that led to the small suite.
She took a deep breath after the boys left and marveled that it still smelled like she remembered. The rooms consisted of a bathroom with water closet, separate bedroom, and a large room for cooking and living. A little porch had been added off of the main room facing the alley.
The rooms weren’t decorated with a woman’s touch, but Valanna didn’t mind. She had had enough of silks and luxuries in Balbaam. This room seemed more real to her than the tower.
After unpacking, she lifted up the false bottom of one of her bags and pulled out Trak’s portfolio and pre-addressed letters to common locations in Balbaam where they would be quickly forwarded to Asem. She remembered Trak showing her where he kept the beginnings of the portfolio and found that it still could be used. She tucked Trak’s work away before she started to unpack.
Valanna had no idea how long she would be in Pestledown, but she figured she would be using the rooms for at least a month.
She jumped at knocking on her door and felt her heart speed up. She clenched her fists and refused to act so skittishly. The knock repeated and Valanna opened the door. “Coffun Cricket, just the man I wanted to see. Come in.”
The little old man quickly entered her room and let her close the door behind him.
“You are in danger in Pestledown,” he began without even saying hello.
“I know that,” Valanna said. “I have a mission to find out a few things, and then I’ll be back to Balbaam.”
“Promise?” Coffun took a seat at the table where Trak and she had gone over their tutoring sessions.
“I promise. If you want to be so abrupt, what is Feely up to?”
Coffun laughed. “I don’t want to be so abrupt. Let’s change the subject. What are you up to? Esmera gave me some hints, like your continued allegiance to Warish.”
“I’ll be as honest with you as I was to her.” Valanna told Coffun much the same story she had told Esmera. “I’m not here to advance the interests of Warish, but to protect King Marom.”
“Why do you think your king needs protection?”
“Revolution is bursting out on all the continents. I don’t know who, but it is not King Marom. He has a long-term interest in Pestle, but that is where his ambitions end, as far as I know.”
“So you don’t know everything.” Coffun spoke it as a declaration.
“Of course I don’t, do you?”
Valanna’s retort took Coffun aback. “You aren’t quite the same girl who left us four years ago.”
“I’m not, but I would guess you are pretty much the same.”
That brought a smile to Coffun’s face. “You are pretty much right, my Lady. Let us suppose that King Marom is interested in a simple takeover of Pestle—”
“He doesn’t seek a revolution or a violent overthrow. King Marom and his father, before that, have tried to engineer a soft invasion, changing the minds and hearts of Pestlans, so he could rule Pestle better than King Harl Crustwillow.”
Coffun snorted. “It wouldn’t take much.”
“He would increase trade and permit magic to be used in Pestle again. Would that hurt you very much?”
“No.” Coffun ran his hand through his thinning hair. “Esmera called you a friendly enemy? I won’t tell you where my allegiances lie, but I think we are aligned well enough for your mission here.”
Valanna let out her breath. She hadn’t realized how much tension she had been feeling during their meeting. “I’m not very adept at this, but I am especially worried that Vashta is poking around and causing trouble here.”
“Ha!” Coffun barked. He sat back and folded his arms. “We are in precise agreement. I’ve suspected another foreign agent, and I’m glad that you have disclosed that you think it is Vashta.”
“I fought them in Santasia.” She hadn’t told Coffun details on the last battle at first, but did then.
He nodded his head in thought. “I’ll help you as much as I can. As for Podor, whoever is controlling him now is not very sophisticated.”
“Could the Vashtans be using a few intermediaries?” Valanna said.
“Undoubtedly, but who?”
Valanna clapped her hands, startling the older man. “That is my mission. I return when I find out.”
Coffun steepled his fingers together, grinned, and leaned closer to Valanna. “Then let’s discover them together.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Seven
~
TRAK LEANED AGAINST THE WALL OF THE MINESHAFT after showing Jojo how he exercised using sword forms. Sweat glistened off of his brow. He handed the broken shovel handle that he used as a practice sword to Jojo. They had been exchanging stories for the past three weeks with Trak doing most of the talking.
“You use the same technique in magician duels?” Jojo said, taking the stick and waving it in the air.
“I use poses rather than the sword forms. I learned how to make them flow together. I fought another magician who had also mastered the technique.”
Jojo looked down at the handle in his hand and then up at Trak. “You won, obviously.”
“No. When we both used the technique we fought to a draw. He was the most powerful magician on Cokasan. We beat each other up pretty well.”
“Then how did you defeat him?”
Trak took the handle from Jojo’s grasp. “With this. I used the sword as a focus for my energies, like one would a wand. I knocked him out of his defensive pose and cut off his feet.”
Jojo’s eyes grew. “You didn’t kill him? That was a mistake. He can fashion false feet and pose again.”
“But a single pose. You need two good feet to rapidly move through the forms.”
“Still a mistake, Trak. Deadly enemies have to be dead. You may meet him again.”
“I might, but I wasn’t in the mood to kill, actually I’m never in the mood to kill.”
Jojo sat down on the dirt floor. “But you have, a number of times, so you told me.”
Why did his new friend have to bring that up? “I can only bring myself to kill others, if their deaths will save even more. That’s how I feel, and I’m not ashamed of it.” Trak paced the floor of the mineshaft and picked up a handful of iron ore from the full cart. “I haven’t hesitated to act.”
Jojo’s eyebrow went up. “A justification?”
“No.” Trak suppressed the urge to growl at where Jojo was inevitably heading. Trak had gone through the same line of thinking time and time again. He was too soft. He would be too tentative in a crisis. He was a coward. The cowardice possibility stung the most, but Trak didn’t consider himself a coward. However, he realized that was how he appeared to others. Tembul had even admitted it. ‘I act when the time comes,’ Trak always said when he justified his position.
“Leadership is more than acting immediately. You claim to have read strategic documents, right? Leaders plan the battles of their armies in advance. Death comes in battle, therefore they plan the deaths of their soldiers before the soldiers die. Is that moral in your eyes?” Jojo looked up at Trak.
“That’s different.”
“No different at all,” Jojo shook his head. “If you wish to fight the Vashtans, the men and women in your army will face death as you have already personally faced death a number of times. Fighting a bloodless battle is an impossibility. Even when you parlayed with the Kandannans, lives were lost. You had to kill the magicians and the leaders.”
“In order to save the rest of their army.”
“But death occurred. I can see the reasons to minimize deaths, but victory inevitably comes at a cost. You always have to assume there are no easy battles.”
Trak sat down across from Jojo in the mineshaft. “Why do you talk of battles when you are a magician?”
Jojo bowed his head and lifted it up again. “Because I was the Director of Defense of Bennin’s Central Committee. You would probably call me a General in Santasia. We fought with magic and with swords. I never learned how to use a sword well, since I could always rely on magic.”
“Why did they let you go?” Trak said.
Spreading his arms out wide, he said, “Does this look like they let me go? They thought to condemn me to spend the rest of my life doing heavy labor was worse than death, so I could contemplate my ‘sins’. They should have killed me just as you should have killed Riotro, the Black Master, right?”
Trak nodded.
“However, I am past wanting to make them pay. I just want Bennin back. I want magic back into our people’s lives. The bandits that preyed upon your caravan? That is a recent curse to our country, thanks to our feckless Emperor. A single magician would have ended their feeble attempts at thievery. I live to see my country made safe again. I can’t see how I can do that and worry about saving the lives of Bennin’s enemies.”
Trak felt about twelve years old while he took in what Jojo said. He thought of personal perspective and remembered something that Misson Dalistro had said. ‘Generals succeed when they grasp the biggest picture possible. When their vision encompasses all action and reaction, stroke and counterstroke, they rise above their peers. It’s all there.’ Mission waved to the shelves of military histories in his library in Espozia. Trak had only read a fraction of them. But Misson had called most of them a documentation of mistakes and justifications for defeat.
He knew he had all the tools he needed to take care of himself, but he had been put in positions of leading others and could now see how he might have let them down, disastrously, if he hadn’t been able to use his talents.
“Can you teach me more about your concept of strategy? I thought I knew what one of my tutors taught me, but perhaps I lacked sufficient perspective then to really understand him.”
Jojo barked out a laugh. “I might not be the best person to learn perspective from, but now that your grasp of Benninese is sufficient to listen to my rants, we might learn a bit from each other. I once thought I knew it all, but…” Jojo raised his arms again and pointed to himself. “I wasn’t able to avert the disaster that has placed me here.”
Trak nodded. “Why don’t we write a list of principals to live by?”
“We can start, but such a list never ends, you know.”
“I need to learn to write in your language, and perhaps I can document what we gain from each other in the dirt of this mineshaft,” Trak said.
“Once we do that, perhaps we can move to more practical matters, eh?” Jojo said.
~
Trak walked through the rain to the mine. Now that the wet season had begun, the inmates wore capes of bundled straw to shed the worst of the rain. The raised cobblestone pathway to the mine kept the trail from becoming a quagmire of churned mud. At least the rainy season didn’t coincide with the colder dry season that had been the case when he arrived at the camp four months previous. He had seen Tembul a few times and Sirul only once. They weren’t able to talk, but his friends looked healthy enough,
With the ability to get five hours a day of intense instruction, Trak became a model student. They spent three hours engaged in tough physical labor that Trak could tell had made him stronger. He had grown out of his clothes and now wore the same kind of cast off rags that hid Jojo’s physique. Trak learned how to read and write Benninese as well as speak it fluently.
His sword forms had also grown more powerful after he started using a heavy metal pick for his practice sword. As Jojo taught him his letters, Trak taught Jojo how to use a sword. They both became proficient as their time in the camp passed.
“Sit,” Jojo said, when they reached the end of their shift. “It is time to share. We have spent enough time together to be friends, am I right?”
“I can trust you, Jojo,” Trak said, and he meant it. He hoped he had learned enough about how to navigate his way through Benninese society to know he would never have successfully spirited away the princess when he first came to Bennin. The mission hadn’t lasted very long until he had been caught out months ago, but now he could speak and read the language and knew enough about the myriad of Committees and the Bureaucracy to have a chance of success.
“That is heartwarming to hear,” Jojo said sarcastically, but he clapped Trak on his shoulder. “Now it’s time to teach you magic without poses. I read about it in a book on magical theory written by a Pestlan magician. I am teaching this to you with the knowledge that you know that lesser lights cannot do what I will teach you. I can barely make it work, but from what you said, your friend, Tembul, might pick it up. I fear the other Toryan will only kill himself if he tries.”
“I learned the perils of trying to spell with my mind, the hard way.”
“Yes, I remember. Putting yourself to sleep with your friends and enemies in a remote cabin will usually get you killed.”
Trak could only nod, since it almost did.
“The key to poseless magic is to understand the theory of how magic is made. The pose and the power word are necessary constructs. They take the place of intense concentration and discipline of one’s mind. Even after I learned the poseless technique, most of the time I still trust more in magic created by poses. Do you understand?”
“I do.”
“Good. With you, concentration is essential, since you have multiple power channels in your body due to your parentage. It’s not just your racial mix, but the capacity of magic that your parents and grandparents passed on to you. First, I will teach you to read the magical capability of others. This goes further than merely sensing power, but seeing the flows inside you. The Toryans have a pose for this, so you told me. Using my technique, you will be able to surreptitiously assess each magician and non-magician in the camp as you pass your fellow prisoners. We will start with this since you won’t risk damaging yourself or others.”
 “I’ll be able to read them while I walk past?” Trak said, doubting Jojo’s claim.
“A rough reading. If the subject stands still, with their arms out from their sides, you will get a more accurate measure. Close your eyes.”
Trak had nothing else to do, so he did as Jojo requested.
“Concentrate on my body. You can locate me with my voice. That will be good enough. The goal is to sense pale streams of light running up and down my limbs and coalescing in my chest. It may take a while, but if you keep that visual, you should see something appear in your mind. Don’t think of anything else.”
Resting his arms at his side, Trak visualized Jojo standing in front of him. It took some moments, but eventually his face and body became a black outline in his mind, and then suddenly he could sense energy pulses. He didn’t see it as pale strands, but as spurts, like imagining blood pumping through veins.
“What do you see?”
“My picture of you turned black, and I can see pink pulses, like blood veins. They aren’t pale. The pulses are stronger closer to your midsection, probably below your heart. It seems that there must be something equivalent to a magic heart inside of you that pushes the power out." Trak opened his eyes and the vision stopped immediately.
Jojo put his hand to his chin. “I am sure I’m as amazed at you as all of your teachers have been. I expected you would see the black outline and a hazy glow. Pink, you say?”
Trak shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose it was pink.”
“The concentration was right here?” Jojo placed a fist just below his ribcage in the middle.
“That’s probably the right place. It seemed that the pulses radiated from it.”
Jojo walked around Trak. “You have it in the reverse. That is a nerve center in the body, and for magicians it serves as a collector of power, not a distributor. Your body collects energy through your skin. If you noticed, pulses would be stronger in your legs, since the greatest source of magic comes from the earth.”
“I was taught that power comes from the ground.” Trak thought about his theory discussions with Ben Nomio, his Colcanan mentor.
“Indeed. Look at me again.”
Trak closed his eyes and spent a few moments getting past Jojo’s physical appearance. The outline reappeared. “I see the outline.”
“To test that my outline isn’t your imagination, watch me move my arms.”
The figure had been still the first time, but Trak could see Jojo’s movement. “You are moving your left arm.”
“I am indeed.”
Trak kept looking, and with Jojo’s coaching, realized that he had seen Jojo incorrectly, the pulses did move towards the energy collector, not away, and the pink color was more intense, if that term could be applied to what he saw, in Jojo’s legs.
“I can see you were right,” Trak said. He opened his eyes again. “Is everybody’s color pink?
“Bennin magicians have pink colors. Your colors are silvery. I suppose that is a result of the racial mix. The Toryan’s are green, as far as I can tell.”
“That’s fitting since they live in the forests of Cokasan. How can I do this when I’m walking?”
“With practice. You will spend the rest of the week practicing. I can’t tell you what makes a strong magician or a weak magician. It is a personal calibration, except a paler energy stream generally indicates less power collected.”
“But my eyes will be open.”
“You’ll have to learn how to split your mind, and that is the second part of this lesson. I can only teach it after you pass the first part.” Jojo nodded. “And you did that rather well. This is better learned sitting.” Jojo crossed his legs as he sat down. Trak noticed that some Benninese did it that way, and others leaned forward and knelt while they sat.
Trak crossed his legs as well.
“Put your arms on your knees and close one eye. This is a visualization technique, so you will have to have one eye closed when you evaluate another as you walk. Picture a hole on the side of your head where the eye is closed. This is a visualization chamber. You will train to see the body outline in this section. The open eye is used to make sure you don’t fall down or run into a wall. You have to concentrate on two things, suppressing the information in your open eye and concentrating on the chamber.”
Trak nodded. “So the open eye information is dampened, like you are looking through hazy glass.”
“That’s one way of putting it, but don’t make the glass so opaque that your mind can’t automatically avoid you running into something. Now try it.”
Two days later and after a number of sessions of trying, Trak finally succeeded in visualizing Jojo sitting in front of him. He couldn’t quite make out the pulses, and they were more like the streams of hazy color that Jojo first described. 
“Try it when we walk back to camp today. The spell doesn’t matter if it is day or night,” Jojo said. “In a few days we will progress to other spells.”
~
Trak now had a good idea about the magic potential of the inmates. Most people collected magical energy to some degree, and some collected better than others, but didn’t have a developed energy center, that Jojo now called a plexus. Others had a brighter plexus, but their energy streams were weak. Magicians had both. Of all the magicians in the camp, only two or three were stronger than Jojo, and all of those had pledged Jojo their support to take back their country.
He now understood why Jojo felt Trak gave him hope. When Trak finally looked at his own arm through his magical eye, the streams were bright and silvery, liked Jojo described them. Tembul knew many more poses and was nearly as strong as Jojo, but Sirul was a bit less than average for those Trak had characterized as magicians.
Jojo had also schooled him as to what potential meant. Honor Fidelia had hinted at what Jojo made plain. Without the ability to understand and concentrate on one’s power, a magician’s capabilities were dependent as much on his ability to pose as it was on magical power. Trak thought about it in terms of efficiency.
They finally filled the cart up for this shift, and the two men rested before their five hours of idle time.
“What now?” Trak asked. “I can easily see your power flows without having to concentrate very hard, and I’ve graded most of the men in the camp.”
Jojo smiled and nodded his head. “And quite accurately, too. It’s time to move to the next stage. We will be treading on dangerous ground, but I think I’m the one who is in the most danger. Your powers of concentration are well developed for one your age, or really one of any age. Instead of using posing to physically channel your energy, you use your mind to focus on the end result. You have gotten a glimpse of the technique while you’ve mastered the detection of others’ energy. Now you have to feel the amount of energy that you emit from your plexus and use your mind to focus that energy into what you want it to do.”
“The tricky part is controlling the energy?”
Jojo clapped his hands. “You are right, it is. If you send out too much energy, you can literally explode, but what happens more often is that you overcook the spell, and your plexus empties completely. When that happens, you may be in a position not to be able to fill it again.”
“I’ve nearly expended my energy before.” 
“Yes, you have, and using your sword as a focus to increase the amount of energy you put into a spell, you know how depleted you can be.”
“So few magicians can control their spells, because you have to control the output internally to do that?”
“Pretty much,” Jojo said. “I can do it poorly, and there are three others in this camp who can at my level. You might call us Masters of something in your Santasian Magicians Guild. Here we call the ability Elite Level magic, but none of us can do it well.”
“It works, but not quite, is that it? Colcan would exile any magician who could perform poseless magic.”
“If your case is typical, they certainly would.” Jojo clasped his hands together and stretched a bit. “Loosen up your body, since we need you to be relaxed to start.
Jojo ordered Trak to sit. “Look at your hand and imagine a small magic light ball. Small being a key visualization.”
Trak did what Jojo asked, but nothing happened. “Am I doing this wrong?”
Jojo shook his head. “No. Now imagine a trickle of power moving from your plexus to the magic light which will sit a few inches above your fingers.”
“Oh, I get it. I will see a trickle of power through the spell I generate, and then I’ll be able to imagine how my body will push the energy out to invoke the spell.”
“Right.” Jojo moved to the other side of their shaft and closed his eyes. “Proceed.”
Trak clenched his fist and let his hand unfold. He held his hand, cupped, with thumb and fingers curled upward. “Small light,” he said. A tiny ball of magician’s light floated where he had imagined it. “Larger,” he said and observed the light get larger. It became too large. He removed his hand, but the light followed his hand as if it was on a string. “Stop.” He visualized the power being cut off and the light disappeared.
Trak wiped off beads of sweat from his face.
“Did you feel yourself begin to panic?”
Trak nodded. “When I couldn’t cut off the light by collapsing my fingers, I recognized my error and had to concentrate on the energy flow.”
“And now you see why poseless magic is dangerous. I could see your flows, and when you recognized the light had expanded too large, you became anxious, so the flows increased, and the light continued to grow, but you figured out the proper solution in the end and simply cut off the flow. What would have happened if you continued to panic?”
Trak had no clue other than the energy would continue to go through him. He shook his head.
“The light would have gotten progressively larger, and that much energy collected outside yourself might have caused an explosion.”
“And that is what generally happens to those who attempt poseless magic?”
Jojo nodded. “The book postulated that if a magician could control the output and cut it off, then they could learn to perform any act of magic by will alone.”
“Could that be an offensive weapon?” Trak asked.
“Offensive? You mean throw the light ball? I’ll have to think about that. We can certainly experiment doing that with small balls of light.”
Trak could tell he was well ahead of Jojo in his thinking on the possibilities. “With poses you would have to move your hand, and if you do that too much, you break the spell. You can project fire and lightning because that is part of the pose. With a poseless spell, you can combine effects, right?”
“You aren’t supposed to realize that yet, but I guess so. The advantage of poseless spells is that they can produce whatever effect you can think of to harness natural energy, and they can persist. If you call the wind, the effect lasts as long as the pose. With practice, you can call the wind, and it will continue to blow until you stop it consciously.”
“Since the Colcanans didn’t know how to control the energy flow, any attempts at poseless spells would necessarily fail,” Trak said.
“Yes, necessarily,” Jojo said.
“And practice and practice. Your spells might produce unintended consequences. Most of the magic in Bennin is still performed by poses—”
“By the high-born.”
Jojo raised his index finger to make a point. “And those nobles are pledged to the Vashtan puppet Central Committee. I was one of them, but since I refused to pledge loyalty to a Vashtan-influenced government, I suffer here along with plenty of others.”
“Yes.” Trak looked at his hands. “When I used my sword to cast a spell, I knew I increased my power flow, but I didn’t understand the theory behind it.”
“Wands do the same thing.”
“I see.” Trak paused. “I have a lot to think about.”
“I ask you to only practice down here. If you are going to attempt anything dangerous, ask me to leave our own little mineshaft.”
Trak remembered the practice mazes he had used in Colcan and Santasia. “I will.”
“Use your discretion. If we are found out, our escape may be required before we can adequately prepare.
The shift ended, and Jojo and Trak moved up towards the front to get to the mess building sooner. Their exercise always made them require more than a single helping.
As they picked up their straw rain capes, six guards circled them, aiming crossbows at them.
“Follow us, and no tricks, or you will get hurt,” Naroki, the Chief Guard said.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Eight
~
VALANNA LOOKED DOWN AT THE MEAL SHE HAD FIXED for herself. She wanted to think, and cooking while thinking seemed like a good idea. She had been out in the market early in the morning, and now faced her midday meal.
Could she trust Coffun Cricket? He had seemed to agree with her a bit too readily. Perhaps Esmera had softened him up a bit, although she didn’t know why Esmera would do such a thing. At least, she could get some information on Podor through the little man. Asem was positive that Podor had aligned himself with the rebels or traitors or whoever they were. She needed to call them something in her mind. 
The very thought of seeing Podor Feely again revolted Valanna to her very core. Her experience living with the man had been dreadful, but then she had spent most of her time going to tutors or studying with Trak. She had never met a less trustworthy man than Feely.  Then she was a Warishian spy in Pestle, as well, so how trustworthy was she?
She shook her head. ‘Concentrate on the mission,’ she told herself. Her actions would help make the Warishian takeover less bloody. Asem had explained that clearly to her, and since she had participated in a rather bloody civil war first hand, she understood.
She had sat down to eat when she heard a knock at her door. Who could it be this time? She opened the door, and another familiar face re-entered her life.
“Hello, Mrs. Gougepenny. Won’t you come in?” Colcan’s spy had come calling. “How is Berin?”
That flustered the woman. “He is, he is fine. Much has happened since we last met.”
“I remember,” Valanna said. “We had tea in your rooms discussing Trak.”
The small woman’s cheeks had turned red with embarrassment. “Yes. You’ve seen Trak recently?”
“Weeks ago in Amorim. He intended to sail to Bennin on a mission for the Toryans, but I, uh, I had to leave abruptly, so we didn’t meet for very long.” Valanna felt her own cheeks grow hot. Her eyes lost their focus for a brief moment. “He was very fit. Yes, very fit.” She couldn’t feel more awkward. “Isn’t he banished from Colcan? What interest could you have in him now? He harbors no ill will towards you that I know of. We talked about that in Santasia.” 
Valanna’s eyes began to water. She faked a cough. “How silly of me to come down with a cold at the beginning of winter.” She turned her head and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. When she looked at Mrs. Gougepenny, or actually Mrs. Titrius, if she had taken Berin’s surname as her own, Valanna was shocked by the compassion in the Colcan spy’s eyes.
“I knew you liked each other, and I can see how that your relationship with Trak has been difficult.” She put a hand on Valanna’s own. “I should know a thing or two about a remote relationship.”
“Difficult doesn’t even describe it, but I don’t know if you can even call it a relationship,” Valanna said. “I left him under more than difficult circumstances, I’m afraid, and I feel terrible about it.”
‘He doesn’t have anything to do with your purpose in Pestledown, does he?”
Valanna shook her head. “Trak is probably doing his best to forget me.”
“Maybe for a time, but I really think you will get together again. I honestly thought you two would go quite separate ways when the both of you left Pestledown, he to Santasia and you to Warish,.”
“I guess time will tell, but I’m trying to put it behind me until he pops up again,” Valanna said, forcing a smile. She knew her words were lies and could tell Mrs. Gougepenny did, too.
Valanna stood up. “Can I get you some tea? The pot is still hot.”
“You can call me Leaf, that is my real name.”
“I know.”
She giggled a little nervously. “I suppose you do. I see I interrupted your dinner.”
“There is honestly enough for the both of us. I haven’t really begun, would you like to join me,?”
Leaf settled back. “Oddly enough, I’d like to. We can have a frank chat that way…if you don’t mind?”
“I don’t,” Valanna said and felt the same.
As they ate, Valanna responded to Leaf’s questions on the events in Santasia. The Colcanans were interested in Santasia’s civil war and had a good idea of what happened, but not all the details. They knew little of what Trak had done in Torya.
“We made a mistake,” Leaf said after using her napkin. “A few of the Board, my husband included, feared Trak more than they should have. Benium knew of Trak’s potential better than the rest of us, and we drove him out, too, and now Ben leads the Espozian Magicians Guild.”
Valanna took a sip of her third cup of tea. The time had grown late. “I know that Trak harbors no ill will towards Colcan, and I don’t think Ben does either. You must understand that. Both would rather Colcan and Santasia settle their differences.”
Leaf sighed. “I think you are right. Riotro drove the Council into attacking us the last two times. We know that from Nullia.”
Valanna laughed. “Would you ever have thought that the two highest ranking members of the Santasian Magicians Guild would be Colcanans?”
“Three. Honor sits in council with them, but is not a formal member. It seems that Misson has an interest in her.”
Wouldn’t that upset Madame Barazzi? Valanna thought. She couldn’t help but smile. Good for Honor. She hoped that the former tutor could soften enough to return Misson’s interest. Surely she could do better than Valanna had to alternately grow hot and cold around Trak.
“Ah. Don’t you have any questions about why I have returned to Pestledown?”
Leaf put both hands on the table, palms down. “Colcan only observes what is happening in Pestle. If Warish has no designs on Colcan, then we can be, perhaps, not close friends, but women with common interests.”
“Common interests. It seems that is what binds us all in Pestledown. I’m here to find out if a third party has captured King Harl’s heart. I suspect Vashtan influence.”
Leaf nodded her head in the affirmative. “A good place to end our conversation, but you will need to connect a few strings to prove it. Most of us are of the same opinion, and the Vashtans worry me much more in the longer term than you Warishians do,” Leaf said. “Watch yourself and who you talk to.” She rose from her seat. “Our time together has been a very pleasant one for me. Let’s do it again, but at my rooms.” Leaf smiled.
Valanna joined her at the door and let her out. After nearly three hours, the words that Valanna had sought out for her mission were spoken at the very end.
Her tea had grown cold, so Valanna started a new pot. While she revived the fire in the stove, she leaned against the single counter of the kitchen area of her main room. Trak would have loved to renew his acquaintances with his old friends. Valanna didn’t know if they were her friends or not, but they all had given her the benefit of the doubt. Had any of them lied to her?
She thought back to Sunbeam, who had betrayed Trak and Honor in Gorinza. Even Colcanan bonded pairs could hide things from each other. What did Leaf hide? She seemed so benign, but she had survived as an information gatherer in Pestledown for at least four years and maybe more. She hadn’t shared much of anything about the state of Colcan or its capital city of Bitrium, other than the regret of how her husband had treated Trak.
Her words seemed honest and forthright, and that would have to do for now. Valanna knew that Colcan looked warily at Warish, but if Leaf were to be believed, the Colcanans didn’t look at her country as a rival, yet.
~
Other than a chance encounter with Podor Feely in the future, Valanna had exhausted her list of fellow spies to be contacted, so she thought she would walk the streets of Pestledown and listen to what its inhabitants had to say. That meant strolling in the marketplaces, spending time in shops and restaurants, with the hopes of overhearing something useful.
Doing so seemed to be a dreary task and one that she felt ill-suited for. Certainly Asem would have some contacts able to do a better job than a novice, such as herself, but Valanna did know her way around Pestledown. She thought Coffun Cricket could point her towards less obvious sources of information. Esmera seemed to be too strident a revolutionary, and Valanna was still a bit uncomfortable to impose on Leaf so soon after their last encounter.
Valanna decided to sit at the window of a teashop across from Podor Feely’s office building and wait until Coffun left for lunch. She observed Podor entering and leaving soon after. Coffun emerged a few minutes later and walked briskly down the street. Valanna had paid in advance for her tea, so she rushed out of the shop and followed him along the opposite sidewalk.
Coffun stopped to look in a shop window, and then entered and came out with a small package. Valanna took a deep breath and stepped down on the pavement.
“Miss Sleekbottle?” Podor said as he grabbed Valanna’s arm from behind. “Whatever has brought you to Pestledown?”
She tried to shake off Podor’s hand, but couldn’t. With the prohibition on the use of magic, the last person she had ever wanted to see again had caught her. “I’m here to see some old friends.”
Podor looked to where Coffun had stood and frowned. Had he expected Coffun to see them? Valanna quickly became confused. “Let go of me, or I’ll scream for the guards.”
He brought his face close to hers. She recoiled from his terrible breath. “You do that, Miss, and I’ll tell them who you really are and where you are really from.”
“Warish isn’t at war with Pestle,” Valanna said.
“But magicians are still prohibited, no matter what the nationality. There are those in certain places who are interested in what you have to say.”
Podor hailed a carriage for hire and pushed her inside, giving the driver an address unfamiliar to Valanna. “You will meet them soon enough.”
She tried to twist Podor’s arm, but he quickly grabbed onto her other wrist and pressed his body on hers as she continued to squirm. “Attempt a pose and meet a quick death.”
Valanna realized that she couldn’t shake him off and went limp.
“That’s better. Fortune has shined on me today. Who were you looking for, Coffun Cricket? I thought I saw you looking at him when I found you.”
“I was just having some tea. I saw you depart from your office and noticed Coffun leave. If I wanted to talk to either of you, I would have climbed all the way up to your offices.”
“Mmmm. I suppose you are right.” Podor narrowed his eyes. “It doesn’t matter.”
He didn’t say another word. Valanna tried to make out where the carriage headed as it passed by Honor Fidelia’s deserted old studio. The carriage made another turn and stopped in front of a dirty-windowed men’s clothing shop. Podor dragged her out of the carriage and crushed her wrist while he paid the driver.
“You are such an unfaithful wife! I don’t know what I did to deserve you!” he said for the benefit of the driver, who didn’t waste any time in leaving them at the curb.
Podor pushed her in the shop. “Timor, help me with Miss Sleekbottle.”
Valanna began to struggle anew with Timor Saddlebug, who had tried to assault her during her time with Trak. She didn’t expect any better treatment under his hands. “Let go of me!”
Timor held Valanna’s arms behind her back while Podor tied her up. “You won’t be able to use your magic on me, little girl.” He nodded to Timor. “Help me take her upstairs. We’ll get her secured, and then I’ll bring Lord Puddingfan here.”
“Can I play with her?” Timor said.
Podor shook his head. “It wouldn’t be prudent until Puddingfan has put her to his questions. He’ll want to find out why she’s here. Make sure Snively doesn’t hear about Valanna’s abduction.” 
Podor acted like she wasn’t there, but he had managed to give her two names that she doubted she would have ever ferreted out. The name Snively seemed familiar, but she couldn’t match it to anything in her memory. Not that she could remember very much after being trussed up and pushed around like an animal headed for slaughter.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Nine
~
THE GUARDS SURPRISED TRAK, and he was just raising his arm when Jojo grasped Trak’s wrist. “Don’t try anything.”
Trak nodded and relaxed his unbound arm, well aware that the consequences of anything he did would be shared with his friend.
“What do you want with me?” Jojo said, turning back to Naroki, the Chief Guard of the prison camp.
“You both,” Naroki lifted his chin with disdain, “have the same visitors. Don’t try anything when you talk. We will be watching your every move.”
“Visitors?” Trak said while they were escorted to a different building in the camp.
“Perhaps Mori has come,” Jojo said, suddenly grinning. “She visits me from time to time.”
They walked the rest of the way in silence, enduring the jeers from the guards, who prodded them with their crossbows while they delivered insults. When he entered the camp, he could catch about half of what the guards said, but now he comprehended most of their vile comments. Perhaps ignorance of the language might have been preferred.
Naroki shoved them both through a door into a room. A rectangular table and two chairs sat in the middle. Trak figured out that the guards wouldn’t want to help prisoners up and down to cushions on the floor.
A man and a woman were already seated at the table with their backs to them. Trak looked down and noticed that the chairs were attached to the floor. Perhaps the guards thought they might be used as weapons. Jojo didn’t look very concerned, so Trak tried to control his anxiety.
The guards ushered Jojo and Trak past the table to the other side.
“Sit down, sirs,” the man seated at the table said to Trak and his friend. Trak didn’t recognize him, but he did notice Mori, dressed quite differently from when she traveled with the merchant caravan.
“What do you want with us, Kanoki?” Jojo said glancing at Mori but glaring at the man.
Trak looked at Mori’s blank face and then at Kanoki’s reddening face.
“I can still get you out of here, you know.”
Jojo shook his head. “You can be assured that I’ll never join your cabal. I’ll stay here until I die.”
Kanoki smirked. “That can be much sooner than you intend, Lord Jomio.”
So Jojo was a nickname, Trak gathered. He could feel tension between the two men, but he didn’t know if it was real or feigned. Kanoki seemed to need Jojo more than the reverse. He couldn’t figure out why Mori sat so passively next to Jojo’s apparent adversary.
“I also control the fate of your cousin,” Kanoki looked over at Mori, whose eyes widened for the barest of moments and then looked frightened.
Jojo immediately stood up. “If you ever hope for my cooperation, you will leave Mori and the rest of my family out of your plots. I’m not without power, even in the depths of my incarceration.”
“Shinowa might have different thoughts about that,” Kanoki said.
Trak turned back to look at the Chief Guard, who puffed out his chest at the implications of Kanoki’s statement.
“Is my cousin treating you well? ” Mori said, looking directly at Trak. He could see concern on her face.
Her concern surprised Trak after the angry exchange between Jojo and Kanoki. “I am doing better than I expected,” he said.
Jojo cleared his throat and stood. He didn’t look very happy with Mori’s comment. “I think our little chat is over,” Jojo said, looking over at the Chief Guard. “Can we go now? I don’t want to miss my place in line at the mess building.”
Trak stood up along with him and withstood Kanoki’s glare.
Mori put out her hand and took Jojo’s. “Don’t worry about me,” she said. 
“I won’t,” Jojo said as he gently pushed his cousin aside and let Trak follow him out of the building.
Once they had taken their permissible amount of food, Jojo sat down at the far end of a table.
“What was that all about?” Trak said.
Jojo laughed. “It was your introduction to one of my closest advisors.”
“Kanoki?”
“The same. Mori wanted the both of you to see each other and to give me a message.” Jojo raised his hand and showed a scrap of flesh-colored paper stuck to his palm. He took it off and quickly hid it in his clothing. “I’ll read it later. Now that you’ve seen Kanoki, can you remember his face?”
Trak nodded. “Especially his glare at the end.”
“You may see that glare again, since he is a functionary of the Central Committee in Beniko and may have to play his part again before this is all over. I didn’t joke about having power outside of the prison camp. Eat quickly, since the interview may cost us our second helping.”
Trak didn’t say another word. Both of them were able to go back for seconds, and then walked back to their barracks. He saw Sirul shuffling along with his group, and that gave Trak an opportunity to give Sirul a wink of encouragement. The Toryan seemed to walk a little straighter after they made eye contact, and that lightened Trak’s spirits.
The next morning, after filling their cart, Jojo pulled out the message his cousin had given him. “It looks like we will have to move sooner than later.”
“We? I haven’t given you my decision yet. I won’t leave my Toryan friends behind,” Trak said.
Jojo grimaced. “It’s for my cause to free Bennin.”
“Your cause, not mine. I’m just here to return the princess to Torya, so I’ll need my Toryan friends to rescue the princess. I have no idea what she looks like, and Sirul is her cousin. I need Tembul to help with her protection on the journey back.” Trak didn’t want an argument with Jojo, but he had journeyed to Bennin with one goal in mind.  With Jojo’s strong personality, Trak had to bolster his confidence, so that he would be able to persuade him to free his friends. Trak didn’t bluff about the need for his friends’ release.
Jojo narrowed his eyes. “All right. You will be responsible for looking over them. I have allies on the other two Shifts, so their extraction from the work teams has a chance for success.” Jojo tossed the paper to the ground. “Can you burn that paper slowly?” He backed against the wall of the mineshaft.
A test? Trak nodded. “I can do that.” He noticed that Jojo had changed the subject, but he was okay with that since he had given Trak at least a weak commitment to assist his friends’ escape, and that was a start. Trak thought about the fire pose to get his mind in the mood to project a flame, and then he banished the pose from his mind. Posing in his mind would just slow him up in a duel with another poseless magician, so he conjured up a tiny stream of flame in his mind and extended his finger.
He thought of a tiny spurt of flame leaving him and igniting the paper. He took a breath, ready to burn the message.
“I’ve changed my mind about your friends” Jojo said without emotion.
Trak filled with anger at Jojo’s betrayal and blasted the paper with a sheet of intense fire. He sat back, drained a bit.
“You lost your composure and nearly lost control.”
Trak turned back to Jojo. “You didn’t really change your mind?”
“No, but I wanted to upset you when you cast the spell. What did you just learn?”
Trak sat down and gazed at the scorched earth for more than a few moments. It ran past where the paper had been and darkened the wall of the mineshaft. “Distraction is a very dangerous thing,” he said putting his hands to his head. “Emotions can fuel the power expended on a spell as well. I learned that poseless magic has the potential to be very dangerous, if you lose the composure to control it.”
“You are exactly right, and now you have given yourself a demonstration. We will continue your practice, but now we will focus on controlling one’s mind and dealing with distractions. It’s always better to stop the spell rather than continue.”
Trak nodded. “I can see that even better now.”
Jojo walked over to the blackened wall that Trak had created, and ran a finger over the surface. He showed a dark finger, and then pointed to it. “So can I.”
~
Trak used poseless magic one morning to fill the cart with ore. He had learned from Ben that spells were actually manifestations of the earth’s energy controlled via the magical channels that ran through his body, but now instead of posing to direct the power, he could create the same effects in his mind.
“You have exceeded my expectations. I thought you would take a lifetime to master what you already have. You far surpass my abilities.”
Trak nodded. “I have a habit of learning quickly. I don’t say that to boast, but…” He shrugged his shoulders. “Have you ever heard of teleportation?”
Jojo shook his head. “And what might that be? From the term you use, it has to do with some kind of movement.”
“I saw Vashtan magicians do it in Santasia. They teleported about a league away with each jump.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know what else to call what they did. One moment they were in front of me and the next moment, they were a league away.”
“That is how Riotro, the Santasian Black Master, escaped you? You never did tell me the details.”
Trak sat down on the ground. “I was embarrassed by that.”
“No need to be embarrassed,” Jojo said. “Never be embarrassed if someone shows you something new. Learn from it and consider including it into your repertoire.”
“That’s why I bring it up. Do you think I could create such a spell? I wouldn’t know where to start.”
Jojo sat down next to Trak and put his hand to his chin. “Why don’t we do a little creating?”
Trak laughed. “The Colcanans call that Innovating.”
“Well, let’s innovate, then.” Jojo rose and grabbed a large rock and placed it inside a circle a pace away from Trak, and then made another circle in the dirt with the toe of his sandal a few paces away. “Move the rock using telekinesis from one circle to the other.”
Trak did as he said. “That’s easy.”
“That was very slow. Do it faster.”
They both worked the rest of the day, with Jojo and he alternated moving the rock faster and faster. Jojo rubbed his head. “I think we’ve done enough for now. We still have to get the cart up to the surface.”
“I think I’m nearly as tired as you,” Trak said, but he still felt fine. He didn’t want to show up his mentor. Trak got to his feet as slowly as Jojo.
His friend clapped Trak hard on the back. “You little imp. I can tell that you are faking. It’s okay. I understand my limitations. We’ll do more tomorrow.”
The next day, both Jojo and Trak began their day by using their magic to quickly fill the cart. They made new circles a bit farther away from each other and sat down again.
After a few tries, Jojo nodded his head. “I think we are ready for the new spell.”
“New spell? Don’t we just make the telekinesis spell go faster?” Trak said.
“We did, but nothing that we’re doing will create the effect you described. Don’t you agree?”
“I guess so,” Trak said. 
“I want you to think about the rock disappearing and appearing.”
Trak considered what Jojo had just said. Poseless magic was all about imposing one’s will on the physical realm. He had no idea where the rock would go if it teleported. He took a deep breath and looked at the rock and then looked at the other circle.
When he visualized telekinesis, he always visualized the subject moving in the air from place to place. This time he tried to think of the rock disappearing and appearing, just like Jojo said. He took a deep breath. “Here goes.”
Trak clenched his fist and then imposed his will, triggering the spell by the simple word, “Go.”
Jojo jumped to his feet and ran to pick up the rock in its new place, but then he threw it down. “It’s hot!” He shook his hand. “It’s really hot. If that were a person, I think they’d be burned up.”
“So that isn’t it?”
“What?” Jojo said. “You definitely teleported it, but the spell heats up the subject.” Jojo paused for a moment. “I am very glad you didn’t try it on me.” He looked serious, but then broke into laughter. “How lucky we are for not trying that!”
Trak didn’t say that he had first thought to practice the technique on Jojo. If he had started on Jojo, Trak would have lost his partner. He couldn’t manage feeling the same relief that Jojo obviously felt and declined to practice any more that day.
~
“I don’t know why you can do this so much better than I can,” Jojo said, obviously frustrated by the pair’s lack of a solution to the burning problem.
“What? I can burn rock better than you can? I don’t call that an improvement,” Trak said, echoing the anger in Jojo’s voice. “Why don’t we just stop this?” He looked away from his partner.
“We can give it a rest in a few days, so teach me more of your sword forms. I’m getting worn out from using so much magic.” Jojo looked at Trak with tired eyes.
Perhaps it would be better to take a break, Trak thought. He felt they were missing something, and Trak just couldn’t get his mind to work the way he needed to solve the problem.
They fell into the forms that Neel had taught Trak long ago. Jojo had learned swordsmanship in his youth, but when he became a magician, he let his skills lapse. Trak had reignited Jojo’s interest. They stood side by side while Trak performed and Jojo mimicked him.
A week went by, and Jojo had regained a feel for the forms, but Trak could see that the older man no longer possessed the fluidity that Trak had.
“You are so damned good,” Jojo said. “Youth!” He spit on the floor of their mineshaft. Jojo’s face grew alarmed. “Toss your stick over there!” Jojo dropped his and kicked it to the side of the floor and picked up his shovel. “Work.”
Trak didn’t have to worry about appearing to have worked. Both men had their shirts off and their exercise with the sword forms had given both of them a sheen of sweat. Trak grabbed a pick and began carving out the iron ore.
Naroki, Mother, and two other guards turned into their shaft.
“Inspection time,” Mother said, looking up at both of the much taller men. She gazed up and down their shaft. Trak had never been subject to an inspection before, and he didn’t know what to expect.
One of the men picked up one of the broken handles they used as swords. “Why is this shaft so clean, and yet you have this handle littering the ground? You’ve been taught better.”
Jojo relaxed a bit. ‘It’s a game that Trak and I play when we are bored.”
“Bored?” Naroki said. “Don’t we give you enough work to do?” He looked at Trak and poked him in the stomach with the baton he always gripped when talking to prisoners. Naroki sauntered over to the nearly full cart. His eyes widened. “You filled this up quickly. So what about the game?”
“Something we did in Pestle. It’s a game that involves hitting a ball back and forth with the sticks. We call them ‘batons’.”
“Like this?” Mother hit Trak on the shoulder, hard enough to hurt, but not to damage. “Toryans. I have no use for you or your friends.”
Naroki gave Mother a dirty look, and then turned to Trak. “Show us.”
“Jojo isn’t very good,” Trak said, since his partner might not have ever played a stick game before, “and we have to use rocks down here rather than something a bit softer, like a stuffed ball. We worked hard to fill the cart, so we had some time to play.”
Trak walked over to his stick and picked up one of the rocks they used to teleport. “Ready?” he said to Jojo who looked nearly as confused as the four guards.
“You see, we just hit it back and forth. Whoever misses must withstand a forehead flick.”
“What’s that?” Mother said.
Trak grinned. “You’ll see.” He hit the ball with his stick to Jojo, who managed to hit it back, but Trak had to dive to get to the rock and hit it towards Naroki. Jojo couldn’t even attempt to get to the rock with the Chief Guard in the way.
“I won,” Trak said. He walked up to Jojo and put his middle finger under his thumb and flicked his middle finger tip into Jojo’s forehead. Trak looked at Naroki. “See? Finger flick.” He demonstrated by flicking his finger in the air.
Jojo rubbed his forehead. “You can see why we don’t play the game for very long. Damn Pestlan pastime.”
Trak just laughed. “But Jojo’s getting better.”
Naroki mumbled something that Trak couldn’t pick up and walked over to Trak and flicked him on his own forehead, and then he pushed his face into Trak’s. “Make sure you don’t distract your partner, so you miss your daily quota.”
“I’d never do that!” Trak said.
Naroki struck Trak on the side of his arm again. “Go back to work,” the Chief Guard said, motioning the others to join him as he walked away from the pair.
Trak put his hand up to his face. “He caught on to flicking much too quickly,” he said.
Jojo laughed, still rubbing his forehead. “Don’t be surprised to see red marks suddenly appear on the faces of prisoners and guards alike.”
“Why did he visit us?” Trak said.
“He comes around just before the Moon Festival. He thinks he can cow us into doing something foolish.”
“Moon Festival?”
“It’s the second most important holiday in Bennin. We get two days off this week. Since the mines will be idle, you will be able to visit with your Toryan friends. There are things I need to accomplish by myself.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Ten
~
VALANNA HATED THE FILTHY ROOM. She had managed to sit up, despite her bonds, but she couldn’t do much more than that. At some point, she wished Trak had told her the spell that he had used to remove his ropes in the cabin in Santasia. She might be happier if she never woke up again.
She gazed at the two thin slices of bread and the cloudy water that Timor had brought up that morning. He didn’t give her a way to drink the water with her hands bound to her side. She tried to look out of the tiny filthy window from the bed. Beams of sunlight fought their way through the splotches of dirt and grime lighten up her makeshift prison. A blank wall stared back at her from the other side. She hopped to the nearly opaque window and looked down at the barely-visible refuse-strewn alley below.
She wondered if Coffin Cricket worked with Podor, but that didn’t make sense. Would he even know if she had been abducted or merely brought in for consultation by Warish overseers? He might never have believed her words. The man always looked innocent enough, but now she knew that those who played at spy craft had to be much stronger than she felt at the moment.
The tears in her eyes clouded the vision below. Valanna bit her lip. Now wasn’t the time to feel sorry. She looked around, trying to find something to use to break out. She could break the window and perhaps cut the rope with the sharp edge of the glass, but what if her efforts failed? Timor might hear the shattering of the pane and catch her before she had a chance to escape. Jumping out the window would certainly result in injury.
Perhaps she could just end her life, but as she looked around her, Valanna could not, would not accept defeat in such a place where she stood. She lifted her chin. They hadn’t killed her, so they must have some use for her continued existence. That meant opportunities might arise for salvation, however thin they might be.
She leaned over and ate the two slices of bread from the plate using only her lips and teeth. If an opportunity came by, she would need strength to take it. The water in the glass seemed to represent a larger challenge, but she lowered herself to get to her knees. She balanced precariously, not able to fully bend due to her bindings, and fell to the floor.
Valanna stared at the glass. It represented a vast challenge at that moment. She rolled on to her front and tried to lift up, but she just couldn’t muster up the strength. After many tries she rolled onto her back and reprimanded herself for using up so much strength on the futile goal. She inched around on the filthy woven rag carpet.
A tear fell from her eye, and for a moment, she could see that the rug wasn’t gray after all, since grime had covered the colors it originally sported. Her tear had pushed away a tiny bit of grime, exposing something once better underneath. Were her fellow spies like that, dirty, gray, covered with the unpleasantness of their profession? Did colors and surprises lurk underneath? Were they brightly-colored after all?
No, not all, she thought. Podor Feely and his repugnant sidekick, Timor Saddlebug, possessed no positive qualities that she had seen. Wash away the grime, and you would only find rot. Valanna didn’t typically view others as enemies, but these two were definitely enemies.
Her thoughts only began to depress her more, but she blinked her eyes hard to banish the darkness from her mind. She rolled onto her back and lifted up her head to look up at the glass on the low table by her bed.
Valanna would try something else. She pushed her body towards the wall, bumping her head on the soft, rotted plaster. She pushed again, forcing her head up the wall where the surface hadn’t gone soft. Harder, she vowed.
She made it to a sitting position and caught her breath. How could she escape if she had to work so hard to merely sit up? But then she leaned forward and began to inch her way towards the table by small movements of her legs, feet, and hips, moving inch by inch until she sat next to the table.
From this position, she could lean forward and touch her lips to the glass. As she got closer, she noticed the lip marks made by other drinkers, likely Timor. Valanna gritted her teeth and leaned closer. She wouldn’t let the lecherous idiot beat her. She grabbed the edge of the glass with her lips and teeth and slowly tipped the glass so some of the water could make it down her throat.
After a few minutes of careful tipping, Valanna had enough to drink. Her dress had been drenched by her attempts, but she sighed with relief. She felt she had won a huge victory by accomplishing this tiny effort. She moved around so that she could sit, resting her back on the bed frame and mattress. Podor or Timor could move her onto the bed, if they chose.
Valanna closed her eyes and leaned her head back, exhausted. A bell rang, faintly. Perhaps someone had entered Timor’s shop. The words of two men flowed up to her, and then she heard steps. They came for her? Valanna tried to calm down by taking deep breaths. She closed her eyes again, and tightened her hands into fists, steeling herself to fight off Podor and Timor’s sickening advances as best she could.
The door opened. Valanna looked up to see two men standing in the orange light of the waning day. Timor rubbed his hands together. Nervously, Valanna thought. Would that be a good thing?
The new man, portly and smelling of garlic and alcohol, struggled to sit on his haunches. He took Valanna’s face by the chin. “This is Valanna Sleekbottle?” he said to Timor. “She doesn’t look very much like a dangerous spy.”
“Magic, Lord Puddingfan. She is an accomplished witch who fought in the recent Santasian civil war,” Timor said.
Puddingfan sniffed. “That’s the reason she’s tied up like that, eh?”
Timor nodded, but the fat man couldn’t see the gesture.
Valanna looked at Puddingfan. A life of rich food and much drink had ravaged the man’s face. Veins spread like tiny red weed roots over his cheeks and his bulbous nose. “Who are you?” she said.
“She talks! What a pathetic thing she is, trussed up. Would you like to dance in your pretty dress?” Puddingfan said, pulling on the rope in an inappropriate place and chuckled, obviously thinking that he said something funny. Valanna could only think of the man as venal and mean.
“Who are you?” Valanna repeated.
“I am the Honorable Lord Agin Puddingfan, member of the King’s Privy Council, if you must know, and I’m not so sure you should.” Puddingfan rose slowly and ponderously to his feet and turned back to look at Timor.
“What is Podor’s intention with this woman?” 
Valanna could see the Lord’s face, but she sensed he had now relegated her to an object status and no longer regarded her as a threat, if he ever had.
Timor looked down at her, anxiety plain on his face. “He wants to sell her to the Vashtans.”
“She is worth more to the King than a few pieces of gold, even if she is a magician. No, the Vashtans shall not have Miss Sleekbottle.”
“B-but the Vashtans get what they want,” Timor said.
“Fool! They aren’t really people in Harl’s mind, only tools to rid himself of Marom and the Warish threat. Those Vashtans will be eliminated soon enough, when the time is right, and with her appearance back in Pestledown, that time might be close, very close.”
“As you say, my Lord. But Podor might not be very happy if he doesn’t get to sell her.”
“Ha! Who cares what Feely thinks? The woman is not his…or yours either.” Puddingfan twisted and looked back at her, sitting on the floor. “Pitiful. What a wretch,” he said. “Make sure she stays alive and is not sullied. Unsullied, do you hear? Harl won’t abide two cretins such as Podor and you having their way with her.”
Timor managed a leer and a smile. “She is pretty, though, isn’t she? Valanna has only gotten prettier with age.”
Puddingfan slapped Timor across the face. “No touching!”
Timor’s hand went right to the reddening mark. He bowed to Puddingfan. “I won’t touch her, I won’t.”
“See that you don’t. We will move her tomorrow after dark, understand?”
Timor bowed, with his hand still on his face. “I do, I do, Lord Puddingfan.”
The Lord pushed Timor aside and left Valanna’s room. Timor chanced a worried look at her in the grayness of twilight, and then closed the door gently behind him.
~
Sounds of someone entering the shop door below woke Valanna from an uneasy sleep in the dark bedroom.
She had gone to sleep on the floor trying to make sense of Puddingfan’s declarations. Vashtans had definitely insinuated themselves into King Harl’s circle. Asem suspected them, and now Valanna could verify that they were active in Pestle, but they didn’t control the King, not yet. King Harl, vicious moron that he was, played a dangerous game. He might have thought he was pitting one side against the other, but to Valanna, all he did was bring two rivals into Pestle who wouldn’t think twice about deposing a king.
The stairs creaked, and then a tall, thin man opened the door. He carried a lamp that illuminated a long face, creased by middle age. His stringy dark hair hung down at the side of his face, but he dressed well. Another Lord to examine the prize?
He put the lamp on the bedstead and bent over to help Valanna sit on the bed.
“You helped me?” she couldn’t help but say.
“And why not? You need help, don’t you?”
“I do. Untie me and let me use the chamber pot.”
“On me? You, Valanna Almond, might turn me into a turtle.”
“Magic doesn’t work that way,” she said, before noticing that he used her proper name. She wouldn’t ask him why. To let on that he knew more than Timor or Puddingfan might betray a weakness.
“I am not your enemy, Miss Almond, although you might have considered me one not long ago.”
“Why is that?” Valanna said.
“Ah, I am showing you a side of me that not many know about.” The man smiled and ran his hand through his lanky hair. “My name is Snively.”
“Trak mentioned you once,” Valanna blurted out. She didn’t mean to, but Trak had said that Snively had saved him from Podor and Horsent Beanmouth, the lawyer who administered Trak’s inheritance. ‘You’re a clerk for Beanmouth.”
Snively smiled, but it didn’t exactly brighten up his face, “Ah, of course, you knew Trak Bluntwithe well. I’ve done other things that have likely not escaped your notice. Remember Prince Nez?”
Valanna shuddered. “I do, but he is dead.”
“I had something to do with that. I worked with Neel Cardswallow to send messages to the idiot prince and convinced him to assassinate his father. I told Neel that it would never work, but the level of stupidity in some people overwhelms reason.”
“And a good thing,” Valanna said. “I thank you for that. I was acquainted with the Prince for a brief time and counted that as one of the worst times of my life.”
The man chuckled, but the act made Valanna cringe. Perhaps he just had an awful personality, even though his words might be leading up to something encouraging.
“You came for some reason?” Valanna said.
“Oh, yes,” Snively said, but Valanna didn’t think the man had said anything in the conversation that he didn’t mean to. “I was, until quite recently, in the casual employ of representatives of Vashta. They paid well, but I finally discovered their plans and decided that life as a slave didn’t appeal. I heard that you were on the market and had to check for myself.”
“They told you that?”
Snively nodded. “If you are in a relationship with a Vashtan, make sure you get them drunk. It is the only way I ever successfully pry useful information out of them.”
“They want to take over Pestle,” Valanna said.
“No they don’t,” Snively said. “They want to take over the world. They are in positions of influence in every country in the world.”
“Not Santasia or Colcan.”
Snidely began to untie Valanna, and managed another cadaverous smile. “Not presently in Santasia or Colcan, agreed. I think you had a large role to play in expelling the Vashtans in Santasia.”
“I did, but you need to congratulate Trak Bluntwithe; he fought them.”
“And you didn’t?”
Valanna shrugged off the bindings. “I helped, I’ll admit it.”
“Good. Then Pestle is your next mission? Help me take care of the Vashtans in Pestle, but after you have made yourself more comfortable.” He pointed to the chamber pot and left her alone in her room.
She rubbed her wrists and ankles and used the chamber pot, which made her feel much better. She sat on the bed and began to think about escape, but she had to stop that train of thought. Snively knew what she needed to know, and she had to get that information back to Warish, so she couldn’t just run away from him. She went to the door with her lamp and called him. He sat at the bottom of the stairs and turned to look back at her, nodding after he gave her that mirthless smile of his, and clunked back up the stairs.
“Better?”
Valanna blushed. “Better. Now, how can I help rid Pestle of the Vashtans?”
‘First of all, we must agree to terms.”
“Terms?” Valanna said.
“My price is your vow to fulfill a wish whenever I choose to redeem it.”
Valanna narrowed her eyes. “I can’t agree to that. What if your wish is to kill Trak Bluntwithe? I will refuse to do that. I am also aligned with Warish, and I will not betray my country.”
“Betray Asem Ferez, you mean?”
Valanna blinked. “You are well-informed.”
“My business,” Snively looked down at his ink-stained fingernails, and then buffed them on his coat. “No betrayal necessary of Bluntwithe or of Warish, but it may be something you might not be excited about.”
She realized that she didn’t have much choice, even if she now sat unbound and could blow Snively against the wall and walk out. “I agree.” She took a deep breath and wondered what she had just done.
Snively rubbed his hands, but he did it in a less sinister way than Timor had just hours ago. “You are a lady in demand. The King wants you as do the Vashtans.”
“The Vashtans care enough to buy me? I don’t know why I would be particularly valuable to them.”
“Do you know who you are?” he said.
“I beg your pardon?”
“I helped your father escape from Pestle a long time ago. He was…”
“The assistant to the Court Magician who earned Harl’s ire. That’s my father.”
“Did you know he was Harl’s cousin? You have royal blood flowing through your veins.”
“Not true. My uncle—“
“Your uncle was your mother’s brother. Your father lived a modest life, but always under the thumb of Harl’s father. King Alber and his son, Harl, didn’t like your father very much, since he was always a threat to their line. They did all they could to keep your father’s claims to the throne a secret, and that might have been the only competent thing King Harl has ever done. He had Puddingfan purge all of the records that indicated you were related to the King. If you look at the current records, you will find no trace of a relationship. When they found your father possessed magic, they pushed him into the role of the assistant to Court Magician Youngblood and framed the Court Magician as an excuse to take care of your father. They had intended to kill him for being a magician.”
“How…” Valanna found herself unable to say another word.
“Your mother had already been killed when they administered a long-acting fatal poison to your family and thought they had done the same to you. Your mother died first and your father didn’t survive much longer than the trip to Balbaam, but somehow,” Snively shrugged, “you escaped.”
“I can’t believe you. Who else knows of this?” Valanna said.
“Asem does, so King Marom probably does, too. I don’t think Neel Cardswallow or Trak are aware of your pedigree. I’ve never told anyone, but you should know. By the way, King Harl knows, as does his partner in incompetence, Lord Puddingfan. It’s something that you should know, so you can grant me my wish at the right time?”
“Riches, a title, an estate?” Valanna laughed. “You must think me naive. I’m no princess.”
“Think what you will,” Snively said. “Just remember what I said and the agreement that we’ve made.”
“A fantasy, but I agreed, and I will remember that. So now I know King Harl wants me dead for one more reason. I’m a spy, a magician, and a threat to his rule.”
Snively smiled again. “Good, you understand. Now it’s time for you to educate yourself on what has happened at the highest levels of Pestle.”
Snively told her about the Vashtans arriving in Pestledown in the last year and attracting the King into rejecting the Warish agreements already in place. Snively knew of a few Warish nobles, both of the Ferezan and a few in Balbaam, who had also aligned with Vashta.
Valanna had all of the information she needed to return to Balbaam. She would help if Snively asked, anything to get her out of the filthy room.
“I must leave now, and you must get some rest. I will have to tie you back up. Timor Saddlebug will check on you when he returns from his tavern tour with an associate of mine. Just before dawn, someone will come back and free you. I would do that now, but I must not be involved in your escape.”
Snively re-tied Valanna, but with looser bonds. He left her sitting on the floor by her bed. He returned to empty out the chamber pot. “Excuse me, but even Timor might barely be observant enough to know this was used.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Eleven
~
THE EARLY MORNING LIGHT BEGAN TO BRIGHTEN UP TRAK'S DORMITORY. He sat up, looking at the rows of sleeping men. He wondered why they were still slumbering until he realized that this was the day before the Moon Festival, and his shift wouldn't work for two days. 
Jojo's claim that the time to escape was near wiped away Trak's tiredness, so he drifted over to the mess building to get a jump on breakfast. 
When Trak walked in, he noticed a dark-headed man sitting with his back to him. Trak smiled and strode up behind him. "Sirul, how are you?" Trak said in Toryan.
"Trak!" Sirul said as he turned around and put a leg over the bench to look at his friend. "It's great to see you're all right."
Trak beamed and sat down astride the bench. "Are you eating your dinner?"
Sirul nodded. "I am. Dinner for me, then bed, and then I have two shifts off, just like you. I took advantage of the cooks laying out Shift Two's food ahead of time."
Trak's friend had filled out quite a bit since the last time he had seen him. He must look as fit as Sirul, he thought.
"You are looking good, if a little pale," Sirul said. Both the Benninese and the Toryans had darker complexions than Pestlans.
"I can't do much about that," Trak said. He looked around to make sure no one heard him. "I am going to escape soon. Do you want to join me?"
Sirul's eyes went wide. "Do I!"
Trak put his finger to his lips. "Quiet. I don't know any of the details yet, but let's meet with Tembul tonight, and perhaps I'll have more information then. I'm ready to move forward."
"That makes two of us."
An inmate sat at the end of their table and frowned when he saw them both speaking a foreign language.
"Tonight, then," Trak said while he stood up and moved over to the food line. Men were beginning to fill the mess building.
Jojo sat down next to Trak, just as Trak had finished his second helping. "Thirds today, if you wish. All you can eat today and tomorrow is as good as it gets."
"That's fine, but I've had enough. I'm used to working and practicing. This idle time doesn't seem right."
"Ah, youth," Jojo said. "We move tomorrow, just after the sun sets at the far end of the Second Shift building. There will be three others plus you and your friends."
"That is a lot of inmates to escape. Won't we be noticed?" Trak said. He didn't like not knowing what Jojo had in mind, but he would grasp onto any chance he had to fulfill his mission.
"There isn't anything you have, so you don't have to worry about bringing anything. Transportation will be provided."
"We won't escape on foot?"
Jojo shook his head. "No, not if everything turns out the way I intend."
Trak didn't see any choice but to trust in Jojo. He didn't even know what direction to head. Other than going south, Trak had no idea where to find Beniko, the capital city. At least this time he didn't have to worry about the language, and a little time spent in the sun on their way south would tan his skin enough not to be so noticeable. Tembul and Sirul could always wear hats to hide their dark hair, although Toryan features were closer matches to Bennin faces than Trak's.
"I'll be there."
"Right when the celebration begins."
Trak had to admit that he knew nothing of the Moon Festival. "What do the inmates of this prison camp have to celebrate?"
"Life, breath," Jojo flexed his hand. "We haven't yet succumbed to the will of the Moon Goddess, who constantly wars against all living things. In Bennin, death is her victory. Decay is her tool. We all know she will win in the end, but we constantly engage to keep her at bay. So we celebrate, and it is the only time of the year where we get to drink beer and wine, as bad as what they give us is, and blur our troubles for a night. Don't drink, keep a clear head, and we will succeed."
Still, Jojo hadn't given Trak an inkling about what constituted success. Trak walked back and sat on his bed, thinking about what he could do. He looked around his tiny area, and other than a few interesting rocks he had picked up in the mine, couldn't find anything that he couldn't do without. He put the rocks in his pocket. Trak still felt uncomfortable and uncertain about not knowing any details of the escape. It made him pace the dormitory until he felt confined and had to leave the building.
Men sat around outside in the common area. His friends weren't in sight, so Trak wandered back along the pathway to the mines. It seemed that today no one worked at all, so the only footsteps on the raised walkway were his own. 
Trak looked around and spied a brightening in the forest. He left the pathway and after a few minutes fighting the vegetation, he came across a very modest meadow. The remains of a large tree ran like a spine through the open area, making it plain what had created the opening in the thick jungle-like forest. 
The foliage seemed impenetrable, so Trak decided to experiment on his poseless magic. He wondered if he could levitate a few feet up in the air, like a flyer without a platform. He stood still and then turned and peered into the forest to make sure no one looked on.
Trak took a few breaths and closed his eyes, calming his mind. He thought of power flowing through his body, just as he had done in the mineshaft, and imagined himself floating three feet above the meadow's floor. 
He chanced to open his eyes and looked down at the ground. His feet dangled in mid-air. Trak then willed himself to rise to ten feet. He smiled as he rose up and stood surveying the meadow. After looking around, using spelled wind to move, he drifted around the meadow, but found he couldn’t control his movements very well.
Trak pictured a balloon deflating slowly, and he lowered himself down until his feet touched the grass of the meadow once more. Without a great deal of practice, he didn’t see any use for what he just did. Walking was certainly faster and easier.
In considerably better spirits, Trak returned to the common area and found that he had missed a special midday meal. He didn't mind, since he had had more than his usual multiple helpings for breakfast. He spotted Tembul and Sirul sitting beneath the shade of a tree at the edge of the assembly ground. He walked over and sat with them.
"You missed lunch," Tembul said. "Lunch,” he snorted. “I saved one of these for you. I never thought I would miss such a thing, but I do." Tembul tossed Trak an orange. "Sirul said you have something exciting to tell me."
Trak looked at the orange, and a thought ran through his head and disappeared when Tembul spoke about something exciting. Trak tried to look calm as he looked around to make sure no one could hear them. 
"Tomorrow is the time we escape. Do not drink any alcohol and meet at the far end of my dormitory, the Second Shift building, an hour after sunset."
Tembul peeled his orange, splitting out a segment and tossing it in his mouth. "And? What do we do after that?"
Trak felt embarrassed. "I don't know. My partner is a man named Jojo. He says he used to be high up in the government before Vashtan influence shook up the political structure."
“Vashtans, again!” Tembul spat on the ground. “How can you trust him?" 
"I can't be sure, but this is the only chance we'll be together. He has influence in the camp and has visitors. Mori is his cousin. We saw her not long ago, here in the camp."
Tembul twisted his lips. "I don't doubt that. I thought she was too kind to us, but I can't see any other options, and I have no desire to spend the rest of my days in the camp, even though we've all become healthy specimens," he said, flexing his biceps.
"Then we go ahead, right?" Trak said.
Sirul nodded. "I'm in."
"That makes three of us," Tembul said, putting the rest of the orange in his mouth. "I have grown accustomed to these things. The skin is thick enough to keep them fresh for awhile"
"Skin!" Trak said. "I think I have solved a problem that has been bothering me for days."
"What is it," Sirul asked, excitement in his voice.
Trak shook his head. "I can't tell you right now, but you will know after we have escaped. Jojo is a strong magician, and we've had some long talks. I’ve increased my knowledge."
"That isn't all that’s grown. You've put on weight, height, and muscle, my boy. Your Valanna wouldn't recognize you," Tembul said. "Wait until you look in a mirror; I think you'll surprise yourself."
Trak laughed, a bit self-consciously. "Our captivity has made us into manly specimens. It looks like all three of us lose our bindings in the mines."
Sirul nodded. "I don't think it is a big secret, but some do a better job using their magic than others." He peered at Trak. "It looks like you do all the work."
"No. We use magic, but we also work out by using our magical and physical strength to remove iron, and in exchange for Benninese lessons, I teach Jojo sword forms."
"You are the fortunate one," Tembul said. "My partner barely has any talent, and I only give the work small amounts of mine, or he’d have me doing everything.”
Trak grinned. "Perhaps it won't make any difference after tomorrow night."
~
Trak lay back on his bunk, thinking about the possibility of leaving the camp that evening. He had taken an afternoon nap, so he could be alert during their escape. He woke before the sun set and began to think about Tembul's orange. What he needed to do was to put a shield on whatever he teleported. The shield would protect the inside; at least, that was his theory.
For using teleportation, Jojo and he had talked about it a number of times and couldn't come up with a solution, but the vision of the orange peel seemed like it might work if the transporting object heated up due to unseen friction or entering some kind of very hot dimension. He had a difficult time thinking where the object could go, but he thought that something or some place had to heat the objects.
He couldn't wait to experiment once they were free. Perhaps Jojo could help him puzzle out the details, and maybe Tembul could, too.
The last rays of the sun shot through the tiny windows in the dormitory, so Trak walked out into the common area. He figured he could sort of wander to the back of the building. The grounds were littered with individuals or small groups of inmates with jugs beside them. Some of the men were already unconscious from the alcohol.
Trak kicked at a few of the sleeping men and had to wave his hand in front of his face to ward off the alcoholic odors that wafted across the grounds. He decided that he had done enough sauntering and walked as casually as he could to the end of the building.
Five figures sat on the ground in the dark shadow of the building. "Trak?" Sirul said. "Is that you?"
"I suppose so," Trak said, smiling, but he didn't know if anyone could see his smile in the deepening darkness. "Who is yet to come?"
"Jojo," a stranger said. "He said he had one more thing to do."
Trak didn't want to speculate on what that thing was. Jojo obviously played his own game, but the man didn't have to include Trak and his two Toryan friends. He sat down to wait with the others, all of them still had their harnesses restricting their movement, but he knew that Sirul and Tembul could remove theirs. He wouldn't take his off until Jojo arrived.
A figure turned the corner of the building and stood above them. "Ready?" Jojo said.
"This is Tembul and Sirul," Trak said.
"Good. It's time to leave." Jojo said, shrugging off his harness.
Trak did the same and helped Tembul and Sirul take theirs off while Jojo helped his own associates.
All of them stood in the darkness waiting on Jojo's words. Trak felt his palms getting moist and his heart beating a bit harder in anticipation of their running out of the camp. He yearned for a flyer where he could tuck Tembul and Sirul inside and scoot away from camp quickly, but that wouldn't happen with all six of them.
"Let's go," Jojo said as he walked directly to a spot in the forest and turned to his left and lost them all to view.
The other men hurried to follow their leader, and soon they walked quickly out of the camp and out of their captivity. Trak followed behind, making sure that his Toryan friends kept up.
They hadn't walked very far when Jojo stopped them. Voices were heard up ahead. Trak could hear Mother and Naroki talking with other guards. 
"Back!" Jojo whispered. "Our escape route is blocked. He turned and walked quickly along the path that Trak couldn't make out very well. 
Trak tripped on a root or something and sprawled out on the forest floor. He couldn't help but cry out as his ankle twisted as he fell.
"We must leave him," Jojo said. "Get your harnesses on as quickly as you can and sprawl out in the yard like the rest of the inmates." Trak heard Jojo’s voice dwindle in the inky darkness.
His ankle began to throb with pain as he tried to stay silent. He could hear guards rustle the plants as they searched for whoever made the sound. At that point, Trak didn't care. Light flickered behind him.
"Here is the escapee," one of them cried out.  
Soon five men stood above Trak. He had no defense. He couldn't stand to pose, and the pain kept him from doing anything poseless. He looked up in silent agony, clutching his ankle, while the men roughly lifted Trak to his feet and carried him along the same path that Jojo had used. He could barely think, as they paid no heed to his injury while they made their way back to camp.
When they reached the exit from the forest to the side of Trak's dormitory building, only Trak's harness lay in the dirt. 
The guards dropped Trak and put him in the harness.  They dragged Trak by his feet into the infirmary. He could barely handle the pain, and as soon as they put him on a bed, one of the guards hit Trak on the head, and his escape came to an inglorious conclusion.
~
Trak woke in the darkness with a splitting headache complimenting his ankle that had, by now, calmed down a bit. Trak found that he couldn't remove this harness. He lamented his bad luck and went back to sleep.
A flash of pain on his cheek woke him up. Naroki stood above him. Evidently the Chief Guard believed in waking Trak with a slap.
"You are in trouble, inmate," Naroki said.
Trak looked about the infirmary. The walls were painted white, but streaks of mildew or some other kind of dirt decorated the place. The rest of the place looked like a much smaller version of the dormitory building.
"I suppose I am," Trak said.
"Why did you try to escape?"
Trak shrugged his shoulders as best as he could, being trussed up and said, "Why not? Who wants to spend the rest of their life digging holes deeper into the ground?"
"Then why didn't you fight us with your magic?"
Did the Chief Guard expect Trak to use magic against them?
"Have you looked at my ankle?" Trak said, knowing that his ankle had to be swollen as much as it hurt. "I don't even know if I can stand right now, much less pose."
The Chief Guard looked disappointed by Trak's statement, and that worried Trak. Why would Naroki be concerned about magic being used?"
Naroki left the room along with the doctor, leaving Trak by himself. Night had just fallen, and a scratching at a window alerted Trak. He hobbled to the opening and looked into Jojo's eyes. "You didn't use any magic, did you?"
How did he know? "I was in too much pain. I can't even walk now."
"But you could have, you know. I’m glad you didn’t."
Trak wondered what Jojo was getting at. Did he want Trak to be captured?
"I couldn't concentrate very well when I was writhing on the ground in pain."
Jojo was silent for a moment. "I'm sorry you were caught on your own."
Trak would have none of that. "Right, then what’s done is done," Trak said. He didn't want to respond any more in case guards were listening in, since he figured that Jojo had said enough. "I'll see you when I get out of here. The doctor said another day before I could go to work."
"We'll see," Jojo said and left.
Jojo had disappointed him. If the escape was the best planning that Jojo could do, then his partner had let Trak down. They could have shed their harnesses and left at any time. It just didn't make sense.
~
Trak woke to another slap in the face. Naroki just could have wiggled Trak’s injured foot to induce more pain, he thought.
"Up. You've been in bed too long," Naroki said. Two guards stood at the two opposite corners of the room, aiming crossbows at him. They weren't taking any chances on him, but why? He hobbled slowly towards the door, and then Naroki pushed him down to the ground.
"Tie him up."
Guards dragged Trak between two trees, tied his hands, and then flung ropes over branches, hauling Trak to an upright position. He had to put his weight on one foot.
Mother walked out of the Second Shift dormitory followed by the entire shift. Trak looked over at Jojo, who wore an emotionless expression. Trak couldn't help but glare at his partner. Mother pulled out a whip and walked behind Trak.
"Watch the pain on his face. You'll join him if you ever try to escape," Naroki said. "Go ahead." The Chief Guard nodded to Mother.
Trak quickly put up a modest shield. He would feel plenty of pain through it, but perhaps he could withstand the worst of the lashings.
Mother began to whip him, counting as she went. Trak had never been so appreciative of poseless magic. The lashes hurt, but they didn't sting, nor did they seem to bite into his skin. After thirty, Trak's back went numb and his mind did as well as he felt his consciousness begin to slip.
~
Trak woke up on his bed in the dormitory. At least he had avoided the slap, but his back ached. He gingerly rose to a sitting position, expecting to see blood, but none stained his blanket. 
Jojo walked up to him.
"How is my back?" Trak said.
"A mass of black and blue, but no blood. You used a spell?"
Trak nodded. "A light shield. Not enough to keep all of the pain away. I did faint, you know."
"I do," Jojo said as he leaned over and touched Trak's foot. "See if I’ve done any good."
Under Jojo's ministrations, Trak's sprained ankle evidently retreated from screaming pain to a dull ache. "Am I healed?"
"Enough," Jojo said, looking at guards walking into the building. “The worst of your ankle pain should be gone, but the rest will have to heal on its own. Time to leave."
“Where are we going?”
“We won’t be returning,” Jojo said, "but I will take care of you.”
Jojo helped Trak to his feet, but Trak threw him off. "How can I trust what you say?"
The two men faced each other. "You can't," Jojo said. "But I am going to Beniko, and you will be coming with me."
Trak's hands curled into fists. "I won't leave without Tembul and Sirul." He looked at the guards, who seemed not to care about his conversation with Jojo.
"Come."
Trak had to follow Jojo out of the dormitory. He still favored his ankle, but caught up to his partner. "Where are we headed?”
"To another prison close to Beniko. Not a work camp, a real prison."
"Why?" Trak said.
"I'll tell you on the way."
The guards pushed and prodded them towards the front grounds that Trak hadn't been to since he had first arrived. A closed box on wheels stood with the back door open.
"Our chariot," Jojo said. "Go on in."
Trak didn't know what a chariot was, but entered the wagon. Tembul, Sirul and the three others who had tried to escape two nights previous sat in the wagon, wearing metal chain harnesses. Trak sat down as his rope and leather harness was swapped out for one like his friends. Another guard did the same to Jojo.
Naroki peered inside. "Enjoy your stay in Beniko's finest prison. You will wish you were back here many times before you die."
Trak didn't like the sneer on the Chief Guard's face when he closed the door to the box. A lattice of holes circled the box at the very top, but Trak felt closed in when the prison wagon began to jerk and shake along the dirt road leading out of Camp Three.
"So from the kettle to the fire," Tembul said.
Trak nodded. "I don't know how many times I'll have the opportunity to say I am sorry."
"It's not you," Tembul said in Toryan. "Jojo and his three companions confessed to our escape.” He switched to Beninese. “Evidently, Naroki didn't want to whip all of us. The other prisoners might revolt, so you were enough to merit us a trip to wherever the prison is."
Jojo laughed, as did the other three men. "It is a hellish place, but we won't be there long enough to get comfortable. This is merely the most efficient and safest way of getting to Beniko. Did you think I wanted to walk the entire distance?"
"You planned this all along?"
"I'm sorry you had to take the brunt of the pain. I hadn't expected you to break your ankle."
"I didn't break my ankle, it's sprained."
"Was sprained, now it is just bruised. I had intended all of us to get caught, but through the incompetence of the guards, this was even better. I am very glad you didn't use magic against the guards," Jojo said.
"The penalty is hanging," one of Jojo's friends said. "No transfer, no hope, ever."
"So you restrained yourself. The guards would never believe you would be able to generate a shield tied up like you were," Jojo said.
“I understood that enough to make the shield weak," Trak said.
“Thanks to you, we are out of the camp and heading to Beniko. We will get there faster, and we will even be given a few meals along the way for our trouble," Jojo said.
Trak nodded. "I suppose we are indebted." He didn’t really mean what he said.
Jojo looked at Tembul and Sirul. "They are indebted, but you, my friend have done more than your share to earn your way to freedom."
After an hour in the wagon, Trak's bruised and tender back began to ache and get very uncomfortable under the chain harness. Tembul took off his shirt and tucked it underneath Trak’s chains. 
"That should help," Tembul said. He waved his hand in front of his face. Who needs any clothes inside this thing?
The rise in temperature hadn't even registered on Trak's mind, since he was so caught up in pain. "How long will it take to get to Beniko?"
"If the roads hold up until we get to a paved thoroughfare, less than two weeks," Jojo said.
Trak wondered if his wounds would improve or get much worse while they traveled. He didn't expect them to get any better, so he settled in for an excruciating ride.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twelve
~
NIGHT HAD FALLEN IN PESTLEDOWN on Valanna’s second day in her room, and Timor had not returned. Valanna wondered if she should struggle out of her bonds to find some water to drink. If nothing happened soon, she just might need the chamber pot again.
She reflected on Snively’s revelation about her heritage and realized that her father knew Trak’s grandfather well and probably knew Galinda Youngblood, Trak’s mother. If the purge of the magicians hadn’t happened, she might well have known Trak under much better circumstances. 
Her fist curled as she thought of the damage that King Harl had inflicted on her family and Trak’s. Her mental image of Trak in her mind had shifted from the unlettered stableboy to a young man with heroic capabilities. A tear tracked down her face, which her bonds didn’t let her wipe away. What destruction! How she wished she could share this information with Trak. Would it ease the pain of their last meeting? 
The door slammed below, shaking Valanna from her thoughts as she heard arguing downstairs. Timor seemed to do most of the yelling. She nearly whimpered, as a shock of fear begin to overtake her. Something bad might be happening.
Words turned into sounds of furniture breaking and grunting. Footsteps pounded up the stairs, and Coffun Cricket barged into the room.
"You carriage awaits without, fair lady," he said, breathing heavily. Valanna had read similar words in romance novels, so she couldn't help but smile. Coffun’s sudden arrival had erased away most of her anxiety.
"Can I get up?"
Coffun helped her untie her bonds. She hurried to the water pitcher and poured herself a cup of water, downing the entire thing in one draught.
"Let's go!" Valanna said, adjusting her dress a bit and running her hands through her disheveled hair.
Coffun led the way, and indeed, a carriage stood outside the shop. Valanna had tiptoed around Timor Saddlebug, lying comatose in a pool of his own slobber. She stepped over him, even though she was tempted to step on him, and let Coffun open the door to the carriage. 
Three other men clambered up onto the carriage, and they drove off. Valanna rubbed her eyes. "This isn't a dream, is it?"
Coffun shook his head. "The end of a nightmare for you, Miss Almond. We will take you back to Esmera's inn. I have taken the liberty of fortifying your rooms with metal grates on the windows and a stout lock on a newer, thicker door."
"Thank you, but I think I have done much of what I came to Pestledown to do." Valanna couldn’t wait to leave the city, despite having promised Snively to help him with the Vashtans.
Coffun took Valanna's hand. "You need to stay a bit longer. King Harl already knows about you, and it will better for you not to go, just yet. He has soldiers and guards at all gate entrances and has blanketed the docks with his men."
Valanna sat back in surprise. "So soon? But I just escaped!"
"The increased security was put into effect hours after you arrived in Pestledown."
"Won't Esmera's inn be searched?"
Coffun laughed. "It already was, a few times. But Esmera has more influence than you might think, and the searches were at her request to protect certain members of the city guard. You'll be safer there than anywhere else."
Could Valanna trust Coffun? Did she have a choice? She pressed her lips together tightly and shook her head. This time, she would accept Coffun's protection, gladly leaving Timor and Feely far behind. Valanna had little say in the matter. She folded her arms and silently waited until the carriage drove into The Looking Inn's stable yard.
~
 Valanna sat down in her room. Who would be the first to knock on her door, Snively or Coffun again? She rummaged around the room and found everything in its place after finally getting up enough courage to check to see if Trak's portfolio still remained intact. She hadn’t thought his portfolio meant that much to her, but Valanna felt thoroughly relieved after finding it, untouched, in its hiding place.
She went into the bedroom and lay down on the bed until the inevitable knock came on the door. The sun had finally risen, and she found that Coffun had installed a little peephole, which she used to see Esmera standing outside, looking everywhere except at her.
"Esmera," Valanna said as she opened the door, and then stepped back as the woman brought in a large tray covered with a white cloth and set it on the table.
"I don't suppose you ate much during your visit with Timor Saddlebug?"
Esmera's gift surprised her. Valanna had originally thought that she would have a tough time in Pestle. Podor and King Harl didn't disappoint her, but the very spies who she thought to be her competitors had rallied to save her.
"I am speechless," Valanna said.
"Good, a person eats their breakfast better when the food isn't dodging words coming out." Esmera laughed. "Not really, but I like to say that."
Esmera's good humor surprised Valanna. She sat down while Esmera took the cover off the tray with a flourish, revealing two plates.
"As payment for this meal, you will have to put up with me." Esmera plopped down on the seat opposite of Valanna's.
"I can't say I'm not hungry."
Esmera smiled. "No, you can’t. I know you are. Feely and Saddlebug probably fed you a little stale bread and warm water."
"How did you know?"
The innkeeper laughed. "A good guess. Now, you eat and let me talk for a bit. We are a community, like I told you when we had our first meeting. I thought initially that you Warishians were our enemy, but I've heard we have a worse enemy."
"Snively told you?"
Esmera nodded. "He did, and now he may have to go into hiding."
"Am I being held by you?" Valanna knew the answer.
"Yes, in a sense. We all would rather you leave as soon as the pressure is off, but we think you'll only get captured again. A little captivity is not necessarily a bad thing, when it is voluntary, and you get delicious meals delivered to you. You said you needed to find out certain information? If you like, it may be easier if we found out. We all know about your Santasian adventures with Trak, and we are really doing this for him. At this point, a bloodless Warish invasion is preferable to domination by the Vashtans," Esmera said.
Valanna sat back. "I will accept your help, but if there is anything I can do, please let me join you. I am a much more accomplished magician than before."
"We know that," Esmera said. "You might become more active in our plans, but if we need you, that means our spying has suddenly become a lot more dangerous, you understand."
Valanna nodded. "I do. Snively said he wanted me to stay in Pestle for a bit longer for my protection.”
“I’ll bet he did," Esmera said. "He probably wanted you to use your magic to depose King Harl."
After taking a bite of a plump little sausage, Valanna said, "He didn't quite put it that way."
Esmera batted her hand as if shooing a fly. "He always dances to a different drummer than the rest of us."
Perhaps Snively hadn't told them of her relationship to Harl. Valanna didn't know if she should believe it or not. It sounded so far-fetched, since her uncle had never said a word about any Pestle relations.
Esmera started talking about Trak's mother and sister. She let the woman talk while she continued eating, but Trak had told her much the same things. King Harl had neatly destroyed quite a few families and that made her mad. When the innkeeper finished, she gathered the dishes back on the tray and left.
Exhaustion overcame Valanna, but not quite enough that she didn't secure her front door before she trudged to her bedroom, removed her soiled dress, and slept on clean sheets.
~
Valanna woke to the patter of raindrops on the window of her bedroom. She sat up in bed and stretched, looking about the room that Trak had inhabited when they shared tutors. Iron bars now decorated the window and dripped rainwater. She couldn’t help but smile with relief that she faced the morning unbound. The thought of her recent captivity made her hand go to her wrist. She rubbed it and still felt pain from bruising and rough skin from chafing.
She walked into the living room on bare feet. She hugged herself, and then shook her head, but nothing could erase the unpleasantness of her stay at Timor’s flat. 
Valanna detected an unpleasant smell and decided to give herself a bath, so she filled the bathtub with water and used a pose to heat the water. After soaking until the water cooled, she rose and changed into fresh clothes. Now that she felt fully clean outside, she smiled again.
Her gaze went to the hiding place of Trak’s portfolio, and Valanna decided it needed more study than the cursory glance she had given it before. After pulling it from its hiding place, she put the portfolio on the table and placed her hand on the leather-bound board of the top. Trak created this. He gave the pages life, and now she would see how much more he knew than she did.
Trak left no instructions, but as she leafed from page to page, Valanna noticed that he had used some kind of code for the power words. She looked closer, and from the power words that she knew, Valanna found that he had written the first two consonants of each spell-activating word in Pestlan. Honor would know these, she thought.
Well, if Valanna didn’t know all the words, then she could at least learn all the poses. Valanna counted seventy-one poses in all. The ones in the back seemed to be written in different colored ink. Perhaps they were additional poses that he learned at the Magicians Guild or in Bitrium, since Trak had included the lift spell in the back pages. She could see Trak might have added only one spell in Torya, the description said ‘floater descent’.
Valanna pursed her lips and considered an appropriate course of study. She took a sheet of paper from the little desk in the bedroom and tore it into pieces. She placed pieces of paper by the pages of the poses that she knew. Twenty-three out of seventy-one poses were familiar to her, and Trak said that he had memorized the entire portfolio.
If she were to learn all the spells that Trak knew, Valanna would have to start now. Matching Trak’s accomplishment had just become a new goal in her life. It wasn’t just the poses she would learn. She recalled Trak and Riotro flowing from pose to pose. She would learn to do the same thing. 
She might not have the power of a Black Master, but Valanna felt she had the power to perform all the poses that Trak had documented. The power words might have to come later after looking at the page of gibberish Trak had noted as the key. Perhaps the Colcanan spy, Leaf, would teach those she knew to her. Valanna knew of no other magician in Pestledown. Ultimately, Honor or Trak might help her. She didn’t know if Trak would ever speak to her again, but she wanted to show him that she had used the treasure of knowledge that he had given to her.
~
Valanna learned five new poses in the next week and had begun to teach herself how to adapt the flowing pose technique. Trak had learned how to do it with his fencing forms, and she thought of her pose transitions as a dance.
She flinched at a knock on her door and hurriedly put the portfolio back in its hiding place. She adjusted her hair and straightened her dress after her dancing practice, as she thought of it, before she opened the door to a bowing Coffun Cricket.
“I came to see how you are faring, Miss Almond.”
Valanna returned his bow and let Coffun in, bolting the door behind him. “I am bearing up under my confinement.” She wiped a drooping strand of hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear.
Coffun always seemed to have a sly smile on his face, as if his mind never stopped working. “You have been cleaning your rooms? I sense a breathlessness about you.”
She had to laugh. “Since I have little to do, I have been practicing dance steps to exercise. The Santasian civil war kept me quite active and fit. If I don’t keep it up, I’ll lose my strength.”
“Certainly, a lady doesn’t need strength,” he said.
“This lady does, Mr. Cricket.” Valanna smiled, and wondered why he had taken the time to visit.
“I brought a little reading material with me. It might keep you from dancing for a few minutes.” He pulled a wrinkled letter from the pocket in his coat. “It’s from Trak Bluntwithe. Came all the way from Bennin, it did.”
Valanna found herself as breathless as Coffun claimed her to be moments before. “Trak?” She blinked away an unexpected wetness from her eyes. “I would have never thought him to write.”
“Well, it appears that he did.” He laid it on the table. “I have some news that will upset you. Please sit down.” He pulled a chair from her table.
Valanna sat down and appreciated the excuse to sit. Her legs felt a little weak, staring at Trak’s letter.
“You can read that in private after I leave.”
Valanna looked up at Coffun. “Bad news?”
He nodded. “King Harl has found out that you are presently residing at The Looking Inn.”
Panic replaced Valanna’s curiosity about Trak’s letter. “Do I need to escape now?”
“Too late for that. Snively says that the Vashtans have made it clear to the King that they do not seek your death at this time, nor does Warish, obviously. The King and that toad, Puddingfan, have accumulated just enough good sense to leave you alone for just a bit, but he will want an audience with you before long. Be prepared. You might get some more visitors from us in the community.”
Valanna took that to mean other spies. She hoped that Leaf Goodpenny would be one of them. 
“Do not go to the palace without letting one of us know. Snively has given that condition to the King.”
“Can Snively be trusted?”
Coffun waved his hand, “As much as any of us, Podor Feely excepted, of course.”
“Of course,” Valanna said.
“I must leave. Enjoy your letter,” Coffun said as he left her rooms.
Valanna bolted the door. She knew that verbal assurances might not be enough to keep the King’s men at bay. She sat back down at the table and held Trak’s letter in her hand for a few moments. Did she really want to read it? 
Would he rage about the way she treated him? She thought back to their last encounter in Amorim. Her face burned with the embarrassment that the memory brought back. She sighed and opened it with her eyes closed, wanting to read the letter, yet dreading what Trak might have to say.
Valanna gathered the strength she knew she had, and opened her eyes wide, preparing herself for whatever words she would read. She looked at the back of page that held the address that Trak had written:
 
Miss Valanna Almond
 
Please deliver to 
Prince Asem Ferez, Balbaam Palace, Balbaam, Warish
Who will forward to Miss Almond.
 
She turned the letter around to see Trak’s handwriting. It still bore recognizable scars of learning to write when he was fifteen, but it had gained a certain unique quality. Strength, she realized. Somehow the letter made it from Balbaam into Coffun’s hands. What did that say about Coffun? Valanna didn’t care to think about that at present,
 
Dearest Valanna,
 
It started nicely enough, and that brought a faint smile to her lips.
 
I hope this letter gets to you intact. I am posting it with the captain of the ship that took Tembul, Sirul, Lenis, a Toryan I might have told you about, and me to Bennin. I wanted to get this to the captain before he turned around and headed back to Amorim.







My behavior at Asem’s house was inexcusable. I had visions of spending a week or more with you in Amorim, and I let my disappointment get to me. I’m sorry. I said things and thought things that were out of place. Please, please accept my apology.







 







Valanna felt the same. Centering her fears on herself had precipitated Trak’s reaction. She knew that now and wished that Trak knew that she accepted his apology with all her heart and would extend her own to him if he stood in the room.
 
I have entrusted my portfolio to you, and I think, for good reason. I don’t know how my journey to the Benninese capital will go, and it would only be a burden while I travel. Feel free to learn any poses you don’t already know. The power words are in code…only the first two consonants. Honor knows most of them, if you have an interest in learning the words. I put in the first two consonants of the words as a reminder when I memorized all of them.







I have thought a lot about what I wanted to say here. My feelings for you haven’t changed, even though my tirade might have indicated something else. That was anger and frustration speaking, not what I really feel. I know we may be on different sides of a coming conflict, but after that conflict, I definitely want to get together again to see if my feelings are real. I still think of you every single day.







Even though I am younger than you, let me give you some words of advice. I give them as a friend, or something, I hope, a little more. Don’t feel oppressed by whatever happens. I couldn’t believe how strong you had become on our trip south to General Niamo’s army. I suppose my reaction to your fears of returning to the Warish Court were made worse when we visited. 







You must believe in yourself and never lose sight that you are stronger in magic, and I think in resolve, than anyone you may ever meet…except for me, of course. Ha, ha. Keep that in your mind, always. You must be patient in whatever situation you may find yourself, for you will find a way out. Rely on those you trust, but don’t trust many. Asem can probably do a better job in training you how to do that than I, but I have gone from being very, very naive to doing a decent job in choosing on whom I can rely.







 







If only she could have believed in herself more when she met Trak. She reread Trak’s encouraging words. Valanna longed to look into Trak’s eyes for encouragement. If he had been with her, that wretched Timor would have never abducted her. But then, that wasn’t what Trak meant. Valanna knew that Trak didn’t expect her to panic again. She knew that she hadn’t when Podor kidnapped her, but Valanna wished she could use her magic without posing to escape.
 
I will always be your personal supporter until there is a time of choosing between Warish and Pestle, of course.







Think of me, from time to time, as I will be thinking of you.







 







Your very best friend,







 







Trak







 
A tear dropped on the page, blurring Trak’s signature. Valanna quickly and carefully blotted at it. She knew, clearly, that there would be a time of choosing, and desired that such a thing wouldn’t destroy their relationship. Valanna vowed to remember the Trak that fought Riotro, and not the Trak that pouted and ran away, even though he was quite justified in what he did. 
She took a deep breath and folded the letter. It would go into the portfolio. She opened the letter again and read the part about trust again. Valanna would need to dig deeply for the strength to face her father’s cousin, King Harl, knowing that encounter would be sooner rather than later.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
~
THE WAGON STOPPED IN THE MIDDLE OF A JUNGLE. Trak heard voices and the barking of orders. Perhaps after two weeks of jostling, the wagon had reached the end of the journey to the prison.
One of Jojo’s men stood on the bench and twisted his head to look out of the air holes. “We have arrived. Prepare yourselves.”
“We will be beaten today,” Jojo said, without emotion. “It is what they do to new inmates, I am told.”
“And who told you?” Tembul said.
“My sister, for one. She knows a former inmate that managed to survive. From him, I know the layout. Let’s just hope we are all put in cells towards the back of the prison.”
Trak just nodded. His back had ceased to ache, but his ankle still bothered him when they stopped for rest breaks. Jojo had gone over the escape plan often enough in the hours and hours of their journey south. His cousin had followed the prison wagon and would take them into Beniko on their second night of confinement. Trak didn’t need to do anything but make holes in the prison walls. He could do that with a pose or without, having practiced enough in the mine.
The door opened, letting light flood in. The guards reached in and dragged the prisoners out by their feet. Being trussed up in harnesses, they could do little to protect themselves when they dropped the two feet to the ground. 
Trak looked around at the prison. All the buildings ringing a large central dirt-paved yard were made from the same dark gray stone. Green streaks of vegetation or mold ran up and down the walls, giving the place an unhealthy look. At least the buildings were all a single story high. Inmates gave them unfriendly stares from behind their bars. Beyond the buildings, a stone wall about two stories high circled the yard. Guards armed with crossbows stood on platforms set up as towers. Trak could throw a long-lasting shield around them that would last while they escaped, as Jojo suggested on their journey to the prison.
“Two Toryans and a Pestlan?” Trak turned to look at the officer who spoke. “Take one of the Toryans to the center of the compound.”
A guard grabbed each foot of Tembul and dragged him into the center of the buildings facing the courtyard and left him on the ground, face up.
“Meat!” the officer said.
A guard walked up to Tembul and placed a pile of raw meat on his chest. Trak could smell the rottenness from where he lay, looking on at the sight.
The same officer stood above Tembul and kicked him in the ribs. “Toryan scum!” He stepped back and yelled, “Dogs!”
Trak hadn’t noticed the barking, but soon four dogs ran into the compound and attacked the meat. Tembul rolled over the meat, leaving it in the dirt. The dogs smelled Tembul and began to tear his shirt off, licking his chest. One bit into his flesh.
“That’s enough,” the officer said. Guards immediately put muzzles around the dogs’ heads and led them away.
Tembul gasped in pain as he bled into the dirt. Trak glared at the officer and earned a kick in the stomach.
“All six of you earned entrance into our little bit of hell,” the officer said. “This is only the introduction.” He waved his arm towards a building. “Take the Toryans to Cell 22 and the Benninese to Cell 7.”
Trak had hoped they wouldn’t be split up, but it happened. They wouldn’t be able to coordinate their escape. Jojo had said to meet behind the prison at the second hour after midnight on the second day, but Trak had no way to tell time. Guards grabbed their feet and dragged Sirul, Tembul, and him across the yard to a cell back towards the wall, while Jojo and his three companions were dragged to the compound to the left of the gate they had entered. 
Trak tried to keep an eye on Tembul as they made their way through the dirt. He didn’t look very good with blood and dirt covering his chest. Trak had no idea how badly the dogs had chewed up his chest and would have to work on his friend once they were left alone in their cell.
The cells were built on a foot-high foundation of mortared rock, and Tembul had enough strength to lift his head as the guards dragged him up on the raised portion and into the cell. The guards put Trak in the cell last and shut the bar door, locking it with a padlock of unusual design to Trak.
He looked back at the retreating guards before he worked his way over to Tembul. Struggling to a sitting position, he surveyed the damage. The front of Tembul’s shirt had been ripped to shreds. Trak noticed claw marks, as well as a few gashes from the canine’s teeth.
“It looks pretty bad,” Sirul said.
Tembul managed a grim smile. “It feels worse than it looks,” he said, and then moaned a bit before closing his eyes.
“I’ll close the wounds,” Trak said. He used his teeth to pull the shirt apart, exposing the ripped flesh, and then he pictured the healing pose in his mind. He visualized healing beams from his eyes as his vision focused on each portion of Tembul’s injuries.
Tembul moaned again as Trak could see the wounds closing up. Tembul’s chest still looked like angry red flesh churned up by the dogs, but the worst of the bleeding had stopped, and Trak could barely detect the smell of charred flesh that the spell had caused to bind the wounds. His chest didn’t looked burned, but Trak had never done much healing.
He leaned over to inspect his handiwork. “Do you feel any better?”
“That is a relative term, and I can’t tell you if I feel better. I don’t feel like I’m dying anymore. If that is better, then I do.” Tembul paused for a moment, and then said, “How did you do that? I don’t know of any poses close to what you used.”
Trak turned up a corner of his lips. “It is poseless magic, and we will escape from here using it, if we have to.”
Sirul’s mouth dropped open. “Poseless? Impossible, there isn’t such a thing. Trying to do spells without poses will get you killed.”
“Does he look dead?” Tembul said. “How did you think of doing that?”
Trak smiled. “Jojo knows a few spells that he can do without posing, but I’ve been able to take it to another level. It’s not easy to learn, but I’ll teach it to you if we ever get out.”
Sirul shook his head. “I still don’t believe it.”
Tembul struggled to a sitting position. “I wondered how you thought you would get us through a wall being trussed up.”
Trak nodded. “Don’t worry. We’ve been practicing for weeks.”
“I can’t wait for you to teach me,” Tembul said.
“Once you are healed. It is still dangerous if you can’t concentrate properly.”
Tembul struggled to a sitting position against the stone wall. “Your ankle still hurts.”
Trak made a face that meant to discount what Tembul said. “I’ve had lots of time spent developing my own technique.”
“Are you stronger than Jojo?” Sirul said. “Maybe we can just escape without him.”
Trak looked over at him. “I am certain that I am, but that doesn’t mean anything at this point. We have to get out of here and into the capital before we can think about anything else. Jojo knows Beniko, and none of us do. Neither of us looks Benninese, so whoever looks for two Toryans and a Pestlan won’t have to search very long. We will just follow until we have to part ways. Agreed?”
Tembul nodded. “As if we have any good alternatives. Jojo was right about the wagon lopping off a lot of time from our journey. I’m not sure the cost was worth it.” He looked down at his still-bloody chest. “Tonight and then tomorrow night.”
Trak sat back and wondered what the next two days held. He still didn’t know when Jojo would act. 
“Food,” a guard said, standing in front of their iron bar door. 
They had no real privacy in their cell and Trak wondered what the guards would have made of his healing act with Tembul. The door didn’t reach to the floor of the cell and the guard slipped three wooden trays under the bars. 
“No utensils?” Sirul asked.
“You’re wearing them.” The guard leered at them and waved his fingers as he motioned for another guard to roll a trolley filled with trays along the raised stone walkway.
Sirul slid across the floor of the cell and stared at the food. “I can’t use my arms well enough.”
Trak closed his eyes and used magic to release the catch on one of the arms of their harnesses. “Is that better?”
Sirul nodded.
“Be careful that the guards don’t see that,” Tembul warned. Trak heard the wheels of another cart squeaking as it made its way close to them. 
They all put their arms to their side as a guard slipped low bowls of water underneath the iron bars. The guard looked at Tembul’s bloody chest and slid another larger bowl over to their side. “Use it to clean the wounds. Looks like they’re closing up. You’re lucky, Toryan. The last man to get the dogs didn’t last through the night.”
The man walked past their door.
“An act of kindness,” Trak said. “I’ll bet that’s rare enough here.”
Sirul took his bowl and emptied it. “The country isn’t totally filled with nasty people.”
That comment made Trak wonder. He looked at the fourth bowl that the guard had given them. He leaned over and sniffed the water and then did the same for his own drink. “They’ve put something in that water,” he said. Trak concentrated on the water and used his power to let it boil for a while. “That might take care of whatever the guards put in the water.”
“I take back my comment,” Sirul said, staring at the steaming bowl. “It really did have something in it?”
Trak nodded. “I’m sure it did.”
~
Clanging woke Trak up in the darkness. Guards walked across the different buildings in the compound pounding spoons on pans. 
“Time for the count!” a guard announced to the entire camp.
Trak had no idea what the ‘count’ was. 
A guard walked by with a lantern and peered into the cell. “There you are.” He looked at Tembul. “You okay, Toryan?” 
“He had a fever earlier tonight, but it seems to have gone down,” Trak said. “What is the ‘count’? 
“Two hours after midnight we make sure than none of you have escaped." The guard laughed. “As if…” He continued on his rounds.
Tembul looked at Trak. “Jojo’s instructions seem to have just become more credible,” Tembul said.
~
After a breakfast of gruel, the three of them were dragged out of their cells. Trak hoped that the others wouldn’t let their arms slip out of their harnesses. He looked over at Jojo’s building and saw the four Benninese already on the ground in front of their cell. 
“Time for a little welcome,” the same officer that called the dogs on Tembul said, standing over Jojo with four other guards. “If you think your past life would get you special treatment, think again.” He kicked Jojo in the ribs. The other guards began to kick the men and beat them with long sticks about an inch thick. 
When they were done with those four, the guards walked over to Trak’s group. 
‘You’re a strong one,” the officer said to Tembul. The man kicked Tembul on his back and ground his foot into Tembul’s chest. Wounds or not, Trak expected Tembul to scream, but the Toryan merely grunted with each kick until the guards began to rain blows down on all of them.
“You all find a way to slither into your holes. If you aren’t back into your cages in fifteen minutes, I’ll give you some more love.”
Trak wondered how much of the guard’s words Sirul understood. Despite months in the prison, he had had the hardest time with the Benninese language, but Trak repeated what the guard had said. Tembul’s chest looked like the dogs had chewed it up again. A few wounds in his chest had opened up again, or they were new. Trak’s left eye had nearly swollen shut, but he rolled over to Tembul and helped the man work his way back into the cell. None of them wanted to risk another beating. 
Once inside, Trak worked on Tembul and Sirul for a bit. He looked out at the bare dirt of the compound and didn’t see any more beatings. He hoped that wouldn’t happen any more that day. It would be hard enough with their current injuries to flee quickly. 
Trak rubbed his ankle and got up to walk around. “That helps,” he said, even though all he could do was hobble. If he loosened the harness any more, he wouldn’t be able to cinch it up during inspection. All three of them ended up shuffling around their tiny cell to make sure they could run when they escaped.
~
Guards woke up the compound for the counting on the second night. The tension in the cell increased when the guard woke them up. “You three are resilient enough. Just wait for tomorrow.” He laughed and said much the same thing to the next cell. No one received a beating out in the yard.
The camp settled down after the guards left their building. As soon as the lights went out, Trak removed his shackles and those of his friends. “It’s time to say goodbye to this place,” he said. “Watch this, if you can.”
The moon let in a little light through the iron bars, but it was enough for Trak to turn the mortar to dust without a pose. The three of them mounded the sandy material to mimic sleeping figures and slipped into the night, after piling the rocks back up. Any guards checking on them might not notice anything had happened. 
Trak noticed movement to his left and saw four figures pressed against the wall, not far from the buildings. He motioned Tembul and Sirul to follow him. There wasn’t enough room between the buildings and the wall to strike a proper pose.
Jojo struggled to break through the back wall, but obviously failed. He looked at Trak. “Can you?”
Trak nodded and closed his eyes. He created a hole just large enough for the men to crawl through. 
“Move the sand inside the wall, so the guards won’t see it when they look out into the jungle,” Jojo said as they clustered at the opening, throwing handfuls of deconstructed stone blocks back into the prison. “Now follow me.”
The six men crept through the grassy field that surrounded the prison and into the jungle. They hadn’t gone far before Trak noticed Jojo making a tiny light. “Cup your hand so it doesn’t show very much,” he said to Trak, but Tembul created a light as well after posing. 
They silently followed Jojo through the dense undergrowth until they saw a slightly brighter light in the distance. Trak noticed that they all nursed aches and pains of one kind or another when they walked, and that included him. As they approached, Trak recognized Mori and the man at the prison, Kanoki. They stood in front of a wagon filled with firewood.
“In here,” Mori said.
Kanoki flipped a hidden lever somewhere and a panel dropped down on the side of the wagon. “In. It’s a tight fit, but I assure you, it is preferable to your last habitation.”
They all crawled into the dark space inside the wagon. Jojo had extinguished his light, but Trak kept his going until they had all found a spot. The space was barely a foot tall and confining. One of Jojo’s men began to fidget and Trak could tell he was stressed. 
“I can put him to sleep,” Trak said.
Jojo nodded and Trak performed yet another instance of the poseless magic. He could get very used to the technique, he thought with a smile. They all lay face down, but Trak had bored a small hole in the bottom with his magic, so he could breathe some fresh air. He couldn’t move sufficiently to do so for the others. He extinguished his own light, and the cart began to move.
None of them spoke as the wagon jerked this way and that and rumbled and creaked its way over the dirt road until the jostling stopped.
“I’m glad that’s over,” Jojo muttered. “Smoother roads from here.”
Trak just closed his eyes and let the swaying wagon and the clatter of the wheels on the cobbled road lull him to sleep.
~
The wagon stopped as the faint light of dawn shot through Trak’s hole, illuminating part of the space underneath the wagon. Trak couldn’t make out much of what was said outside their hiding place, but then the wagon jerked forward, and they resumed their journey. Sounds of a city began to intrude into their space as the smells of Beniko began to work their way into the hiding place. Trak didn’t know how much time had passed, but the man who Trak put to sleep finally woke up and began to get agitated again. Trak motioned towards the little bit of light that Trak’s hole provided, and that seemed to calm him down.
“Not long now,” Jojo said. “Your destination will be different from ours. Don’t leave your house. It’s one that Mori owns and has a large courtyard used to transship merchandise.” 
Trak caught Jojo’s smile. Trak took the term to mean contraband. Perhaps their hiding place contained illegal goods that Mori spirited into Beniko from time to time, something that she was currently doing.
The wagon stopped, and Trak could hear hinges squeaking, and then the wagon moved just a bit, and the squeaking started up again. The panel where they entered dropped down, letting bright light into the hiding place. Trak instinctively raised his hand. The men had to be pulled out of the wagon, and they all walked a bit unsteadily after their confinement. 
Trak looked around at the small courtyard. Three-story buildings surrounded them, but only one building had windows looking down where they stood, and that one had a door leading out into the yard. The house appeared to be secure, since even the gate was the height of two men. No wonder the hinges squeaked, since he counted five on each of the double doors.
“Your home, for a bit,” Mori said to Tembul and Trak. She turned to Jojo and his men. “You’ll be going back in the wagon, sorry.”
The four Benninese crawled into the wagon, and Mori led Trak, Tembul, and Sirul into the house while Kanoki waited. 
 “Make yourselves at home. There is day-old bread and ale in the kitchen. I have inside privies on all the floors. You can fight over the two bedrooms on the third floor, and I suggest that you all have baths before I return.” She left them, and Trak could hear the squeaking hinges again. 
Sirul headed to the kitchen, but Tembul made a beeline to an inside privy. Trak followed Tembul.
After Tembul used the facility, Trak pushed inside. “You need to wash off your chest. I’d like to see how you are healing.”
“I feel fine,” Tembul said.
“Let me look.” Trak chose the worst towel in a cabinet and poured water over it in a sink. He looked around the room. It was larger than what he had expected and extended further than just ‘under the stairs.’  
He sat Tembul down and looked at the man’s mangled chest. It had become bloody again. As Trak began to clean off the dirt and the dried blood, he could smell the infection. “This won’t do,” he said. Trak put his hand to Tembul’s forehead and pulled it away. “You are burning up, man.” 
Tembul looked at Trak impassively. “I am, but now I can do something I’ve wanted to do all day.” He fainted on the spot.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
~
DINNER HAD TO BE THE BEST PART OF VALANNA’S DAY. Esmera employed wonderful cooks. Valanna sat down in the dining room to enjoy a chicken and dumpling casserole. The Warishians had no equivalent dish, and Valanna had learned to love it during her early days in Pestledown with Trak. 
Esmera sat down with her, as she usually did, and chatted about Pestledown, generally to complain about the ever-rising taxes. King Harl had raised taxes twice since Valanna had arrived in the capital city. How much longer would the people put up with such tyranny? She totally agreed with Esmera on the stress the Crown had created in the city and in the surrounding country. 
She had written a letter to Asem about the situation not too long after her latest encounter with Snively. The summoning to the Pestlan Court was imminent, and she had to let Asem know that Pestle might be easier to pluck than he had planned.
She had cut into a dumpling smothered with gravy and put it into her mouth when she heard a commotion at the front of the Inn.
“If you will excuse me,” Esmera said. Valanna couldn’t miss the alarm on her face.
Lord Puddingfan stalked into the room, flanked by four soldiers holding pikes. “Miss Sleekbottle.”
“Almond, Miss Almond,” Valanna said. She had long prepared for this moment. “I assume I am to accompany you to the palace?”
Puddingfan’s face reddened a bit. “Uh, yes. You were expecting us?”
“Eventually. Would you like a helping of this wonderful dish?” Valanna took another bite and looked up at Puddingfan. She had schooled herself against the panic that made it hard to swallow her food, but she wouldn’t let this awful excuse for a man take her easily to what might be her death.
“I will wait in front.” He posted two of the guards in the dining room and took the others with him out of her sight.
Esmera sat back down and began to pick at her own plate. “Eat hearty.”
“Since it might be my last meal?” Valanna said. “I will eat, but I will return often enough.” She eyed the guards. They didn’t look as mean as Puddingfan, and she felt sorry for them. “Can you get the guards a slice of bread or something? I hate them just looking at me.”
Unable to restrain a smile, Esmera called a maid over and gave her Valanna’s instructions. The guards thanked the maid and began to wolf down the small loaves of bread.
Valanna had put off the inevitable. “You know what to do.” She rose and walked to the front of the Inn followed by the two guards.
~
“What you currently wear is unacceptable,” Puddingfan said with hands on his hips. 
“And you expect me to change in front of you? I will not!” Valanna said. The man kept provoking her. He must know she could destroy him with her magic. He had to know she could pose right in front of him, but perhaps Puddingfan was too thick to realize that. 
The man threw up his hands. “Be that way. I will be waiting outside the door.”
Valanna looked at the silk dress on the bed. It was actually quite pretty and compared to the everyday apparel in the Balbaam palace, the cut was quite modest, which Valanna preferred. She followed Puddingfan to the door, locked it, and then quickly changed.
She refused to wear the uncomfortable looking shoes Puddingfan left behind and wore her own. Valanna looked at her image in the mirror, and concluded it was sufficient to talk to the Pestlan King. She sneered at her face, hoping that an angry look would chase off the butterflies that fluttered in her stomach, and walked into the corridor. 
Puddingfan abruptly jumped to his feet. “King Harl awaits.”
Did the man have nothing better to do than to wait for her to change dresses? She shook her head as she straightened her back and followed Puddingfan into the King’s Court. She had never been this far into the palace, and Valanna had to admit the thought intimidated her, even though the King was such an awful man.
Puddingfan nodded to a guard, who opened the door. He ushered Valanna in before him.
“Valanna Sleekbottle of Balbaam.” The man who announced her lifted a cane as tall as he and slammed the end into the marble floor. “You may approach the king,” he said quietly. 
The sprinkling of courtiers looked at Valanna with curiosity.
“Come, come,” King Harl said. 
She could see a similarity with her father’s eyes, so she remembered, and the King’s. She advanced and curtseyed, just as Madame Barazzi had drilled into her back in Espozia.
Harl raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Courtly manners for a Warish barbarian. We do not like you poking around Pestle, our kingdom. What say you?”
Valanna stood with her hands folded just so at her waist and bowed before addressing the King. “I have returned to reacquaint myself with the friends I made when I engaged in education in Pestledown, Your Majesty.”
“Have you found all your friends?”
“Podor Feely and Timor Saddlebug treated me as if I was royalty, Your Highness. I have met those who befriended a schoolmate of mine. You might have heard of Trak Bluntwithe? He distinguished himself in the Santasian civil war.”
The King lead forward. “As did you, I understand, Miss Sleekbottle. Your valiant acts have recently reached our very ears,” he said, and then nodded to Mr. Snively, who Valanna just noticed hiding behind a column in the room. What game did he play now, or was he her protector while in the palace?
“I would like you to stay with us for a bit, but my advisors have declared it an imprudent gesture. Do you agree?”
Valanna colored. She knew what the King meant, but she snatched a quick breath and smiled. “I do indeed. My business is not quite finished in Pestledown. I seek a few more friends, and when I find them, you can be assured I will promptly return to Balbaam Palace where my liege-king Marom holds court. He is, as always, interested in the doings in Pestle and in your Court, as I am sure you are interested in his.”
Harl colored at the mention of King Marom, and for good reason, Valanna thought. The time had come to twist the knife. “I would hate for misunderstandings to arise between the two adjacent countries caused by such a lowly person as myself. I am sure my sponsor in the Warish Court, Prince Asem, would be disappointed in me if I were to embarrass myself in your presence.”
The King recoiled at her words. Mentioning Asem should keep the filthy hands of the King off of her for a little while at any rate.
Harl lifted his chin and blinked a few times. She had indeed rattled him. “Then you have my leave to enjoy the city. Before you leave, please notify Lord Puddingfan, so we can provide you with an appropriate escort back to Balbaam.”
Valanna bowed. “You have my promise that I will do my best to notify you when I leave.” That day would never come, Valanna thought.
The King flitted his hand, signifying that her audience had ended. She turned and glanced at Snively, who smiled and nodded her way. Valanna walked slowly from the room. She noticed two Vashtans wearing Pestlan-style court dress standing in a corner. They nodded towards her, but did not smile. She easily detected the ill will in their black eyes.
“I will take you to your rooms,” a woman dressed for court said on the other side of the double doors. “Lord Puddingfan will continue to wait on the King.”
That suited Valanna just fine, and as she walked with the woman in silence. She quickly changed her clothes and was escorted to the palace gate. No soldiers waited to escort her back to The Looking Inn, which must have been an hour’s walk from the palace. 
A carriage stopped in front of her. Esmera opened the door. “I am glad to see you out of that place.” She scowled at the palace gate. “Get in for a safe ride home.”
Valanna wasted no time climbing into the carriage. After they left, she looked back and noticed four riders behind them. “Are those your men?”
Esmera laughed. “I have no men, but they are in my employ. I wouldn’t trust Harl or Puddingfan to let you return without incident.”
“You mean—“
She nodded her head. “I am sure you would have been assaulted at the very least by real ruffians in the King’s employ, not mine.”
Valanna narrowed her eyes. “At the very least,” she echoed. “I let the King know that my situation would be conveyed to the highest level in Warish.”
“And I suppose that was no idle boast, my dearest Valanna?”
Valanna couldn’t help but smile. “No idle boast, at all.”
~
Days passed, as Valanna still adhered to the actions of a person under house arrest. She received few visitors, but one day Leaf Gougepenny stopped by. 
“Please, come in,” Valanna said. She noticed Berin Titrius standing by the stable yard entrance to the inn. She walked out to the balcony. “Berin,”
The man looked up. “I know it’s you,” Valanna said. “We met enough times in Bitrium. It’s close enough for lunch. Have Esmera bring up enough food for three and join us up here.”
He looked embarrassed, but nodded and disappeared into the inn.
“Your husband can join us. He’ll know everything we talk about soon enough, so he might as well hear it from me directly. Perhaps we can exchange some information.”
“You know?” Leaf looked uncomfortable.
“That you are paired? Honor told us after she had been expelled from Bitrium.”
“She was never really expelled,” Leaf said. 
“I know. She left before the Board could act.” 
Leaf nodded and looked concerned. “This will be a frank meeting?”
It was Valanna’s turn to nod. “If you want. I don’t have a lot to add from when we last talked except confirmation of the Vashtan influence in King Harl’s court.”
“We know.”
“I also can give you a bit more insight into what is going on in Pestle, from my point of view, of course.”
Leaf gave Valanna a little bow. “We have heard most of what you have accomplished, but your point of view might be very useful.”
Valanna rose at a knock on the door. Berin entered. He still looked a bit flustered, but took a seat at Valanna’s table. 
He looked around the apartment. “I’ve heard of these very rooms. They have had some illustrious tenants.”
“Coffun Cricket, Neel Cardswallow, or should I say Fidelia, Trak Bluntwithe, and, most recently, me,” Valanna said.
“As I said illustrious. Esmera, the innkeeper, said she would deliver her best meal in a few minutes,” Berin said.
“I hope you like Pestlan food. Esmera’s is superb,” Valanna said, and meant it.
“I like Pestlan food,” Leaf said. “I’m not so sure about Berin. He hasn’t been around much.”
Valanna smiled, remembering the bland cuisine of the Colcanans. She turned to Berin, a man who likely voted to execute Trak. “Is this your first visit to Pestledown?”
Leaf put her hand on Berin’s. “His first and last. Valanna said we should all be honest.”
Berin gulped and looked away. “We leave tomorrow.”
“Both of you?”
Leaf nodded and looked intently at Valanna. “The Vashtans takeover of Pestle is certain, in our estimation.”
“That is a recent development.” Valanna didn’t pose it as a question, but Berin nodded his head.
“Our source said months, if not weeks.” 
Coffun Cricket? Valanna wondered who among her spy-friends had told Leaf.
“It takes weeks to get here from Bitrium,” Valanna said.
“When you were abducted by Podor Feely, I thought it time to retrieve my wife,” Berin said.
Leaf nodded. “And since I told Berin about the abduction, I agreed that I needed to go.”
“So this is a goodbye?”
“It is,” Leaf said. “And a very urgent warning that it is time for you to go back to Warish. Did your audience with the King go that badly?”
“Not badly at all,” Valanna said. “I got the impression that he didn’t like me, but I didn’t pick up that he was murderous.”
“Anything can change,” Berin said.
“I’ll talk to Esmera before I make a move, but I appreciate your thinking of me.”
“It’s the least I can do for Trak,” Leaf said, throwing an irritable look at Berin. Valanna could tell that Leaf disagreed with the Board’s decision to terminate Trak.
Valanna rose at another knock on the door and two maids and a stableboy delivered their meal and a bottle of wine. 
“I am hungry, so let us eat and talk of other things. Did you have any other questions come up since your last visit?” Valanna looked at the servants setting up their meal and straightened out her dress and then sat back down.
Over their lunch, Berin pulled out a notebook and took notes of Valanna’s recounting of Trak’s description of his adventures in Torya, including his time spent in Kizru. 
Valanna cleared the dishes from the table while she finished answering Berin’s questions.
She sat back down and poured another round of wine. “Now it’s time for you to answer my questions. Do you agree?”
They both did. She rose and pulled out Trak’s portfolio. “I need a little help with power words.”
Berin and Leaf looked uncertainly at each other and then at Trak’s work. “Those are Colcanan secrets.”
Valanna shook her head. “A few are, but Warish magicians know about fifty poses, and the Magician’s Guild knows more. I don’t want to spend the rest of my time rooting around for the words until Trak returns from Bennin.”
Leaf sighed. “Very well. I’m the best magician in the family, so we can go over the portfolio. Trak has done an admirable job, hasn’t he, Berin?”
“It’s much better than my own,” he said.
“With emphasis on the much, Valanna.” Leaf said drily.
For the next half hour, Valanna wrote down the power words on a separate sheet of paper and coded the order. Now she could learn all the poses. She gave them ten Warish power words that used the same poses, but produced slightly different results.
“That was exhausting,” Berin said.
“Speak for yourself.” Leaf poked Berin in the ribs. She looked at Valanna. “Your power is still discussed in Bitrium, my dear. Please use it wisely.” She put her hand over Valanna’s. “I would regret becoming enemies in the future.”
Valanna smiled. She didn’t feel much warmth in Leaf’s comments. “I don’t see Warish and Colcan at odds with one another. King Marom doesn’t have designs on any country on the Cokasan continent that I know of. All he really wants is Warish, Sesta, and Pestle to unite. The Ferezan tribe doesn’t seek to rule the world. It would take them too long, if Pestle is any indication. They have worked on this country for twenty years.”
“That’s because they don’t have the men to fight,” Berin said.
“And to rule,” Valanna said, accepting his assessment. “How can we spread ourselves any thinner?”
“I am happy to hear that. Even though Trak is exiled, you are welcome in Bitrium, Valanna Almond. We two are aware of your true parentage, but won’t abuse that knowledge.” Berin looked at Leaf. “We still have some packing to do.” He stood up and helped his wife to her feet, and then the pair left.
Valanna had pushed Snively’s revelation about her heritage to the back of her mind and sat, swirling the last of her wine, thinking of fading recollections of her father, since she had none of her mother. To think she might be of royal blood? She shook her head in disbelief. It all seemed preposterous, but if people thought that way, it would influence their actions. 
She put her hand on Trak’s portfolio. Magic was her true talent, and something she could rely on, as long as she could pose. Valanna felt the need to talk to Esmera and put Trak’s portfolio in its hiding place before she sought out the innkeeper.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
~
“I’M BETTER,” TEMBUL DECLARED, SITTING UP in the low Benninese-style bed. 
Trak had spent four tense days nursing Tembul back to health. The Toryan had withstood too much strain on his body given his age, but eventually the red streaks of infection had finally disappeared. Trak could once again close his wounds. 
“How is your patient?” Mori said, sticking her head into Tembul’s bedroom. The three fugitives had taken over the third floor of her house, but even that floor had its own privy and indoor plumbing. How the Benninese were able to pump water up three stories without magic still amazed Trak.
“I will leave this bed behind today,” Tembul said.
“For a few hours,” Trak said. “He’s still weak.”
Tembul sat back when Mori left them, closing the door to the bedroom that the two Toryan’s shared. “I admit it, but I’m eager to learn poseless magic.”
Trak called Sirul in. “Before we go any further, I will give you a demonstration of what Jojo and I learned in the mines,” Trak said. Sirul and Tembul leaned closer to Trak. 
Looking at the two of them, Trak put a ceramic cup on the floor. “I will move this just in front of the door,” he said. 
The Toryans looked on as Trak took a slow breath and moved the cup to the door. Sirul rose from his seat and bent over to pick it up.
“Don’t, it’s too hot to touch!” Trak said. “The transfer heats the object up.” A few tendrils of smoke rose from the wooden floor. “See?” Trak took a small towel and picked up the cup and put it in a basin of water. Steam rose from the vessel and then settled down.
Tembul’s eyebrows rose. “Then I suppose that technique won’t work on humans?”
“If you want to kill them, it will,” Trak said. “But you will notice that I did not pose. It’s dangerous to perform poseless magic when you think of poses.”
Sirul folded his arms and sat back in his chair. “We are taught that any magic without a pose is just plain dangerous.”
“Poseless magic takes a different visualization, and you need to practice.” Trak looked at Tembul. “I recall you have a spell to see the magical channels in my body, right?”
Tembul nodded.
“You have to visualize the energy working through you, not the pose. Think of it as the power channeling out of your body, working your will,” Trak said. “Jojo knows how to do perform some poseless magic, but I got the impression that not many Benninese can. I will teach the technique, and then it’s up to you to make it work.”
“I can’t wait,” Sirul said, rubbing his hands and grinning.
Trak put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You might not have enough power, so don’t be disappointed if you can’t do a lot.”
Sirul looked a bit disappointed, but then brightened. “I am willing to learn.” He jumped when someone knocked on the door.
“Lunch is ready,” Mori said through the door. “Can Tembul make it down?”
Tembul laughed. “I will, even if I have to roll down the stairs.”
~
For the next few days, Trak taught Sirul and Tembul how to visualize using poseless magic, but visualizing the technique and making it work didn’t come easy to either of the men.
“I want to try to move something,” Sirul said after they had finished lunch.
“Let’s go outside. I thought that we should practice out there, so Sirul doesn’t burn the house down,” Tembul said. “I’m not quite ready to walk up to my bedroom anyway.”
“That will work,” Trak said, gazing at the windowless buildings looking down on the bare dirt of the courtyard. He had brought an orange out with him. “I intended to try something out here, so now you two can look on.” 
Trak set the orange down in the dirt and contemplated the orange peel. What would keep the skin intact, a coating of ice? That wouldn’t be too practical, and if the Vashtans used a similar pose, they would all be wet when they materialized. Trak hadn’t noticed such a thing, but he had to start somewhere.
He visualized his power coating the orange with a thin rim of ice and transported it a pace away. 
“It is steaming!” Sirul said. He bent over and tentatively touched the orange. “Hot, but not burning.”
Trak looked at the orange as it collapsed into a sodden mess of limp peel. “That didn’t work. I’ll have to think on this,” he said. “Let’s practice on making fire, instead,” Trak said. He rose and snapped off three thin branches of the only tree that grew in the stable yard. He handed one to Tembul and another to Sirul.
“Just like a wand—“
“We don’t use wands in Torya,” Tembul said.
Trak smiled. “If you don’t want to burn your fingers, use these to carry a magical torch. Now, what you are working with and visualizing is the flow of energy in your body. Tembul has seen my energy flow—“
“And a nice flow, it is,” Tembul said. “Sirul knows how to see a person’s energy, too. It’s part of our training.”
After clearing his throat to keep the interruption from bothering him, Trak continued. “As I said before, you are tapping into that power source directly. You think of what you want to accomplish with the power and then will it to happen. You don’t need a word, but you can use one. Jojo always did. The word has no meaning other than to initiate your use of power.”
“Just exactly how different is this from using a pose?” Tembul asked.
Trak stopped to think for a moment. “The pose is like a crutch. You assemble the power physically rather than mentally, and the shape of the spell you intend to use is part of the visualization. With poses, you control the power you use by the level of urgency in your power word.”
“So what do I do with this?” Tembul asked, waving his stick around.
Sirul sat silently, just looking on. 
“Visualize a magician’s light at the end. Don’t think of it as just a light, but a fire burning, and visualize the size as well. Then say, ‘materialize’, or something to will it to start.”
Sirul narrowed his eyes in concentration, focusing on the tip of the branch, but nothing happened.
“Let me show you,” Trak said. He visualized a light the size of an orange burning a few inches above the branch’s tip. He just gave a little nod of his head and an orange light appeared. “See? I thought of a ball of fire this size and color and here it is. I just have to think of it extinguishing, and it goes away.” He extinguished the light in his mind, and it disappeared.
Tembul nodded. “You thought of it burning above the tip of the wand?”
“I did.”
The Toryan closed his eyes and said, “Materialize.” The ball of fire sputtered for a second and then went out. “It takes practice, yes? I tried to make it bigger, but that didn’t happen.”
“Good for you. Remember, magic still comes at a price. I’ve found that it saps my energy a bit quicker.”
Tembul made a blue ball of fire that didn’t last much longer than the first. “I can feel that. Poses preserve your power better.”
Trak could see beads of sweat on Tembul’s forehead and an expression of frustration on Sirul’s face. “Still can’t do it?”
Sirul shook his head. “I must not have sufficient power.”
“Keep practicing,” Trak said. 
Tembul tossed the twig aside. “I’m very tired all of a sudden.” He rose from sitting and wavered just enough to make Trak jump up and steady him. “That took more out of me than I thought. I think that is enough of a lesson today. At least I learned to command fire.”
Trak and Sirul helped Tembul up the stairs and back into bed. 
“How powerful are you?” Trak said. “Sirul might not be able to perform poseless spells, but how do you rank among the Toryans?”
Tembul pursed his lips. “I am better than most, would be my guess. Sirul is about average for those who are gifted with power. You, my boy, seem to be built to do such things. I worry about the strength of the Vashtans, if they were able to jump from spot to spot with ease.”
Later, Trak sat down in the kitchen, watching Mori cook some kind of rice cake. It looked more like goo to Trak, but he’d had it fried, and even though it was pretty much tasteless, he could eat it. 
“How strong is Jojo?” Trak said in Benninese.
“He used to be stronger when he was younger,” Mori said.
“I meant as a magician. Trak picked up an orange and tossed it up and down as he talked. “He seemed to be extraordinarily strong when we practiced in the mine.”
“Jojo has never told me, but he developed most of his muscles in the mines. Before the anti-magic faction took over, he rose to his position as a measure of his intelligence, rather than the prowess with a blade or his ability to use magic. Why do you ask?”
“He is more powerful than my companions.” 
“And more powerful than you?”
Trak turned the orange over in his hand. “I wouldn’t know. I think we both held back a bit in the mine.”
Mori giggled. “He told me the same thing. Jojo is coming for the evening meal tonight, so perhaps you might ask him directly.”
“I will.” 
“Take the orange with you,” Mori smiled.
“I will,” Trak said again and this time he rose from his seat and bowed in the Benninese fashion and left Mori to her work.
True to Mori’s word, Jojo and another man Trak had never met joined them downstairs for dinner.
“I would like you to meet Nashi. To accomplish your goal of rescuing the Toryan princess, you will need someone who knows Beniko Castle inside and out. Nashi served as my aide, long ago, and still functions in a minor role in the castle bureaucracy. Introduce yourself.” Jojo clapped Nashi on the shoulder.
The new man bowed, and the others returned the gesture. Mori poured wine for all of them at the low table in her dining room. For formal Benninese dinners, everyone sat on cushions.
“Sit, sit,” Mori said as she left.
“It is true. I served as an aide to The Honorable Lord Jomio.” Nashi bowed in Jojo’s direction. “Now I work as a functionary in the property bureaucracy, many levels down from before.”
“You know where the princess lives?”
Nashi looked a bit nervous. Trak wondered if the man met with them at some risk. “She is in the Castle, but I am not sure where. I have heard she is in the Tower and also that she resides in the dungeons.” He shrugged his shoulders. “No one knows for sure among my peers.”
“And that is the best Nashi can do,” Jojo said. “My other sources say the same thing.”
“Then she could be anywhere,” Tembul said. “You can get us into the castle?”
Jojo shook his head. “There are a few secret entrances in to Beniko Castle, but all doors are guarded by the Emperor’s guards. They would never let a Toryan or a Pestlan in.”
“We can’t sit here forever,” Trak said. “I’ll have to think on it. How can we get back in contact? Through Mori?”
“That is the case for now, I’m afraid,” Jojo said. “I’m too well known in the capital and only came tonight in the darkness to ensure you can trust Nashi.”
Trak still didn’t fully trust Jojo, but Tembul and he had talked about possible plans, and they always came up short from their lack of knowledge and the fact that they didn’t look like Benninese. 
“We still aren’t quite ready,” Tembul said. 
Jojo looked at Trak, who nodded in agreement. “Tembul needs to gain more strength,” Trak said.
“Fair enough. Give yourself a week to figure something out. The pressure to find me may fade by then.” Jojo pointed his chin in Nashi’s direction and spoke quietly. “He knows I’m a magician, since it wasn’t a crime before they sent me to the mines, and he understands that you three are, as well. He doesn’t know about the kind of magic we practiced in the mines. We must keep our secrets, right fellow magician?” 
Trak caught the knowing look. As he suspected, not many knew about poseless magic.
“Yes, we must,” Trak said. “Now let us eat.”
Trak, Tembul, and Sirul plied Jojo and Nashi with questions about Beniko and the way north back to the port of Homika where they could take a ship back to Torya.
~
Mori revealed the house’s basement to Trak. By moving a few boxes and bales around, he cleared away enough practice space in a stone-walled alcove. 
Trak and the Toryans spent the next week working on their magician lights. Even Sirul managed a flame the size of a fingertip without a pose. Practice made the poseless spells easier to create, but the two Toryans still had limitations that didn’t seem to affect Trak.
The Vashtans had to have some way to keep teleported objects from heating up, but the pose that they used might have taken care of the heat problem.  With poseless magic, Trak suspected that the teleportation process might be entirely different. Trak had tried thickened air, ice, and a box filled with water. No methods were satisfactory. 
The concept of an orange peel still felt right to him as he kept experimenting long after the Toryans had left the basement for bed. Frustration built within him. If he had some great power, then why did the Vashtan’s teleportation work, and his didn’t? 
He slammed his fist against the wall. That was stupid, he thought, as he shook his hand and noticed blood welling from his torn knuckles. He sat down on the dirt floor and put his head in his hands. 
If Riotro could see him now, the Black Master would gloat. He thought of Valanna and felt warmth on his face. Embarrassing. He pictured himself slinking away and escaping through the sewers of Balbaam to avoid seeing her…sewers…
Trak sat up. Maybe willing an object from one place to another wasn’t enough. It needed protection, not like an orange, but more like a pipe? A pipe might work. He looked frantically around for something to transport and found a block of wood in a pile of junk heaped up in one of the basement corners.
Rubbing his hands and taking some deep breaths, Trak tried to tamp down his excitement. He would move the wooden block across the practice area. The vision of a pipe and the block moving through it came into his mind after some effort. He whisked his finger from the first point to the second. The block disappeared and popped back into existence in its intended spot. 
Trak walked up and put his hand on the wood. It had stayed at the same temperature. He jumped up and down, pumping his fists in the air. He ran up the stairs and found an orange. He didn’t bother to take it down to the basement, but he repeated the experiment on the kitchen floor. The orange didn’t shrivel or heat up at all. He sat at the kitchen table and peeled the orange, rewarding himself with its sweet fruit.
Buoyed by his success, he ran up the stairs and had a wonderful night’s sleep.
In the morning, Tembul asked him what caused Trak’s positive mood.
“I solved the teleportation spell,” Trak said. “Instead of a shell, I used the vision of a pipe protecting the object, and it worked. Finally, we can move on.”
Tembul clapped Trak on the back. “Now you’ll be easier to get along with?”
How irritable had he been? Trak frowned. “I’m sorry if I projected my frustrations. I didn’t even know.”
“We knew,” Sirul said. “When do we practice on something live? A chicken? Use something good to eat, in case you still cook the thing.”
Trak laughed. “Rabbit, I think.”
~
The three of them returned to the basement the next day with a crate of rabbits that Mori had reluctantly procured. Trak successfully moved a rabbit in a small wooden box, and then he moved the entire crate.
“Everything works,” he said. “Now it’s your turn, Tembul.”
The Toryan tried and tried, but could only move a single animal. Everything else failed to disappear. 
Trak looked at Sirul and Tembul standing together. “What if you two held hands. There were two Vashtans moving Riotro. Poses work better when magicians can touch each other.”
“Toryans don’t do that,” Tembul said. “It isn’t considered polite.”
“Are the Vashtans polite?” Trak said.
Tembul rubbed his chin for a moment. “I see your point. Shall I join with Sirul?”
Trak nodded. “That is a fairer test than tapping into my power.”
After stepping back, Trak let Tembul begin. Sirul looked nervous as he joined hands with Tembul. “Is this going to hurt?” he said.
“You might feel me draining you of some energy, just as if we shared a pose,” Tembul said, shrugging his shoulders. “Just keep your mind clear, Sirul.”
Sirul took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Tembul did the same, and then opened them just as the small box disappeared and reappeared next to the wall. 
Sirul put his hand to his head and collapsed on the floor. Tembul grinned at Trak. “I am utterly drained, but it worked,” he said.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
~
VALANNA WOKE TO FRANTIC POUNDING ON HER FRONT DOOR in the middle of the night. She struggled to bring herself out of a deep sleep and let the panicked man into her rooms.
She had opened the door to a visibly distraught Snively. “The Vashtans have decided that you are too much of a liability to their plans, after all. Harl has convinced them that any claim to the Pestlan throne will damage their chances to take over the country.” Snively’s eyes darted around in Valanna’s room. “They are on their way to surround the inn. Do you know of a secret way out?”
As he finished his words, Valanna heard shouting in the stable yard.
“If they know I am a magician, it won’t matter if I demonstrate it. Save yourself, Snively. I have to change my clothes and flee.”
“There are Vashtan magicians among them. There are too many to fight,” Snively said. Valanna could detect the genuine despair in his voice.
“Never fear! Can you kick my front door down?” Valanna ran to her bedroom and threw clothes into a bag. She rushed to retrieve the portfolio and stuffed it into her bag, as well. 
Snively looked at her uncomprehendingly.
“Step aside,” she said. She struck a pose and pointed to each hinge. The edge of the door shattered at each hinge and the door fell halfway outside and in. She tucked the portfolio in the bag, moved the door out on the walkway, and then straddled the bag in the middle of the door. “I’m sorry to leave in such a rush. Please, save yourself!”
Valanna brought the door thirty stories high and adjusted her pose to create wind. With nothing in the city reaching as high, the makeshift flyer flew across the dimly-lit city and into the dark countryside.
Panic and fatigue made her slow down, and finally, she descended into a clearing in the middle of a wood that she spied by the light of the moon. She lay down on the door and went to sleep, using her bag as a pillow.
~
The sun peeked over the trees and bathed Valanna’s face in light and warmth. She sucked in a breath and sat up. Had the Vashtans pursued her? The clearing looked serene enough. She lay back down on the door and looked up at the clear autumn sky. Rust and gold-colored leaves were falling. Her tiny refuge would be gone in a few weeks when all the leaves dropped, but at least for this morning, no one could see her.
The Vashtans could jump from place to place, but she hadn’t headed west towards Warish, but south. She rummaged around in her bag for food, but in her haste, she hadn’t taken anything edible. Perhaps she could chance a farm. 
Valanna stepped off the door and walked around the clearing to wake up and stretch. The long grass gave up the dew that formed the previous evening and made her shoes and the bottom of her dress wet. She wished she could drink that moisture, but that would have to wait. She lifted the door up twenty stories and headed southwest. She would soon head directly west, but not immediately. 
Half an hour later she spotted a good-sized farmhouse and set her conveyance down in front of the flower patch that guarded the front.
Thinking of how thirsty she was, she knocked on the door. 
The door slowly opened. “Miss Almond?” 
Valanna recoiled in shock when she saw the distinctive features of a Vashtan woman. This one wore farmer’s clothes. She backed away, but then turned and formed a shield. The Vashtan had just sent a bolt of fire that washed over her shield. 
Valanna remembered how Trak had fought, but her body couldn’t match the fluid flow. Still, she moved from pose to pose, throwing whatever she could at the person in the doorframe. She finally assumed her strongest form, wind, and blew the magician through the opening, hearing her crash into the opposite wall. 
Not knowing how many Vashtans lurked about, she edged her way towards the house and up the steps and stood in the doorway. She put her hand to her mouth when she saw the bodies of the farmer, his wife and two children lying by their kitchen table. They were still breathing, and that let Valanna take a deep breath. She stopped and listened for other sounds. Nothing stirred, so she quickly gathered up the breakfast that the family had left on the table and took a deep draught of the milk right from the pitcher. She quickly looked around for a sack and crammed what food she could into it, and then ran out to the door she used for a flyer and took off.
The Vashtans had obviously spread out looking for her, so now fortified with food, she decided she would head all the way to Warish without contacting anyone.
She rose up, not sure if she regretted letting the Vashtan magician live, and headed due south again. By midday, her reserves were about gone, so she found a copse of trees and lowered the door just below the tree level and ate from her stolen stores. She lay down and covered her face with an extra blouse and closed her eyes to rest. Valanna wouldn’t permit herself sleep, so not more than an hour later, she took off again heading south.
The sun began to set, but Valanna couldn’t go any further. She didn’t see a good pathway to the shelf on the side of a rocky hill and decided to set down in the inaccessible place.
After another light meal, she lay down, using the bag as her pillow, threw her cloak around for warmth, and closed her eyes. Sleep would come early and easily after her travel. She wished that she had paid more attention to Pestlan geography, but that had been taught by Timor Saddlebag, back when Trak and she were working with tutors. Valanna shivered at awful memories of Podor Feely’s friend. She closed her eyes again and went to sleep, not sure of how far she had traveled south.
A cold rain woke her in the dark. She sat up and slipped on her cloak, and then rummaged in the dark for a hat. She stood up, looking for any signs of lightning. Not seeing any and coming to the conclusion that she would be soaked by the rain even if she waited on the ground, Valanna took off, this time heading due west.
At least she remembered that a large mountain range separated Warish from Pestle, just like it did on the continent of Cokasan. She smiled when the sky cleared in the morning, revealing blue mountains far in the distance. She would be traveling through Warish by afternoon.
Valanna flew over a small town and realized her mistake when the door dipped down. She stopped her wind pose and threw a shield around the door. Her descent halted. She looked down to see four black-robed figures looking up at her. 
One, or even two magicians didn’t worry her, but four? She shook her head slightly, but not enough to significantly change the shield. A bolt of lightning shot up and glittered as it hit her shield. Then all four magicians bathed her door with fire. When Valanna felt the fire lessen and then stop, she quickly assumed the wind pose and escaped their trap. 
What a fool, she thought, as she continued to accelerate in the air. All of a sudden a Vashtan appeared on the door. They had teleported right onto her conveyance, making it tilt and wobble in the air. She turned and blew the Vashtan off. Valanna didn’t bother to see if the magician teleported back to the ground or fell to his death. She zigged and zagged, not knowing if such a maneuver would keep the Vashtans from attempting to land on her flyer again. 
The door dipped down, and three magicians stood on the ground far below her, as she created another shield.
A Vashtan appeared on the other side of her shield and slid off, falling far below. Perhaps they couldn’t save themselves with teleportation if they fell. She didn’t care. There still were two, but she now knew a way to defeat them.
She let them lower her flyer, and just as they came into view, she pulled out the knife she still carried in her boot and used it like a wand, incinerating the defenseless wizards who foolishly held on to the descent pose. The door bounced on the dirt, knocking Valanna off. 
She quickly inspected her victims and saw two packs lying on the ground beside the two dead magicians. Valanna grabbed them and took her flyer back up into the sky. This time she headed south again for a bit and then due west. 
Flying over mountains required patience, since the lift spell didn’t adjust for changes in the contour of the ground, so she had to invoke the climbing spell time and time again to rise enough. She was so tired, but Warish never looked better to her. She headed north as soon as she crossed over the western foothills. She figured that she could sleep in peace, so she set the door down outside of a town. She rummaged around in the magicians’ bags and found money purses. The Pestlan gold pieces would be accepted anywhere in Warish, so she decided she would sleep in a bed.
Valanna covered the door with brush in a little wood and walked into town, carrying one of the packs. She walked into an inn. 
“I’d like a room tonight,” she said in Warish.
“Aren’t you in the wrong country, girl?” the innkeeper said in Pestlan.
After turning bright red, Valanna blinked her eyes. “I thought I had wandered into Warish. Doesn’t the border go through the mountains?” Her breath began to shorten as the magnitude of her blunder brought a shock of fear.
“It does, but this is Goldenrod Valley. The border runs along the next set of ridges just to the west of here.”
The innkeeper looked at Valanna with narrowed eyes. “Are you an advanced scout of the Warish Army?”
Valanna backed away. “Do I look like one? All I want is a room.” She said as casually as she could.
She got a smile in return. “Settle down. I don’t know how you got this far without getting lost, but you hardly look like one of those Ferezan warriors we hear about. If you’ve got the coin, you’ve got a room, and even a nice hot bath. Have you been on the road for long?”
Valanna fought for composure. “I’m a student at the University of Pestle. My boyfriend and I decided to take a walking tour of the western side of Pestle, but we had a falling out a few days ago. He ended up being not quite the boyfriend I thought he was." She shook her head with mock dismay. “I hope there is some way I can get back over the mountains.”
“There is post carriage that comes through here every week or two. I suppose you can stay here until it arrives in a few days,” the innkeeper said. “Where do you think your boyfriend is?”
Valanna just shrugged.
“Don’t care, eh? I don’t blame you. It will be four silver badgers for room and meals per day. A gold for five days in advance, if you don’t mind. If you don’t have the money, I can put you to work.”
Valanna looked the innkeeper in the eye. “Money is not a problem.” She put a golden eagle on the desk. “Five days, you say?”
The innkeeper’s eyes lit up. “Five days, and I’ll throw in a daily bath, should you desire.” He slid a key on a large wooden fob across the counter. A number six had been burned into the wood.
“Room six is where?”
“Up the stairs and to your right. The evening meal is about ready, so once you’ve stowed your bags and washed up, bathroom’s further down the hall, come on down. We serve beef stew tonight.”
~
The meal wouldn’t meet Esmera’s standards, not by a long ways, but Valanna tucked it all away. The inn only had one common room, so she had sat in the back of the room, with her back to the wall, watching who came in.
Four middle-aged men, dressed like farmers walked in and sat down a table away from Valanna and ordered ale. The serving maid brought another mug out for Valanna. She sipped and found the drink rather nice. 
“The invasion won’t be long, I hear,” one of the farmers said. “I can’t wait. Anything to get Harl off the throne.”
“I hear you,” another said after he had taken a good-sized draught. “Taxes, taxes, taxes. We don’t see none of the benefit out here, other than the post.”
The other men muttered similar sayings. Clearly, King Harl’s rule frustrated the common farmer. Valanna wondered how many other farmers, merchants, and innkeepers in Pestle voiced similar feelings. She’d never heard such talk in Pestledown, but then she had frequented more genteel places or had been captured and conversed with King Harl’s cronies. 
None of their comments related to the abolition of magic throughout the realm, and that had affected Valanna and even Trak the most. 
Her eyes began to droop when three Vashtans entered the inn. The friendly babble of the patrons stopped. Valanna shrunk in her seat. She didn’t dare get up and run for her room but slowly pulled the hood up on her cloak to cover her golden hair. 
The magicians ignored her and sat down. They ordered food in the silence of the room and muttered foreign words. Valanna didn’t know the language, and it looked like the inn’s customers didn’t like the magicians speaking in Vashtan.
Valanna wondered if she could stand slowly enough to strike a pose. If she destroyed the Vashtans, what would the patrons do? She put her hand to her forehead and pulled her chin down to hide, but not far enough that she couldn’t observe the magicians.
One of them scanned the room. His eyes stopped when he saw her. 
Valanna’s stomach flipped over, and she stood. Defensively she struck a shield pose as the two men and one woman rose and began to assault her with fire and lightning. 
The farmers fled to the sides of the room, but Valanna noted that none of them had left the common room. She didn’t know what that meant, but she knew her shield would last longer than the Vashtan offensive spells. Their assault began to sputter, and then stopped. Valanna would like to use wind, but used the knife the inn had provided for her stew meat to spit out bolts of lightning. Pulses. She thanked Trak for the innovations as the three magicians assumed weak shields, and Valanna’s bolts eventually made it through their defenses until they crumpled to the ground.
Out of energy and weak from the fight, she sat down heavily on the bench and leaned against the wall.
One of the farmers began to clap, and soon the entire room cheered for her performance.
“On the house,” the innkeeper said. “Those damned foreigners have been coming through here for the last six months as if they owned the place. One of them killed my uncle and his family on the other side of the valley when the magicians demanded horses for free.”
“I didn’t know any Pestlan magicians still lived,” one of the farmers said. “but I’m glad to know one is still around.” The others nodded their heads.
Valanna pursed her lips, and then said. “Few do. I’ve been in hiding all my life. I fought in the Santasian civil war and learned a few things." That would have to do as an explanation.
“If the Warishians would send over their magicians and wipe out the black buggers, we’d be all for an invasion,” the innkeeper said.
“I don’t think there will be much of an invasion,” Valanna said. She didn’t know if she violated state secrets, but she continued. “There aren’t that many Warishian soldiers.”
“Doesn’t matter,” a farmer said. “Anything would be better than King Harl.”
The inn erupted in agreement as the three bodies were dragged out. 
Valanna stood and walked over to the bar. The innkeeper stood polishing a glass. 
“May I still stay the night?”
The innkeeper smiled. “Your stay is free.” His hand went below the bar and Valanna tensed, but the innkeeper slapped a golden eagle on the bar and slid it towards her.
~
Valanna left the next morning with fresh provisions, a bath and a good night’s sleep. No one asked her where she headed on foot. She quickly found her door and lifted off, heading west. She avoided farmhouses and another small town. On the way, she thought long about the reaction of the people at the inn. King Marom’s strategy seemed ripe for implementation. If remote farmers felt that a change was needed, then the Warish wouldn’t have any problem deposing King Harl, but now she sensed a race between the Vashtan coup and Marom’s takeover. 
Before midday, she went over the second set of mountains. These were higher than the first, and Valanna finally looked over at the significantly more arid-looking Warishian lands below. She slid the flyer nearer to the ground, still avoiding any farms or settlements. If Vashtan magicians were constantly moving through the inn, that probably meant they were active in southern Warish. She headed due north after a few hours in the country and hoped to reach Balbaam sometime the next day.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
~
MORI TOOK THE TIME TO LEAD TRAK, TEMBUL, AND SIRUL on short expeditions out into the city. She had provided them with Bennin-style clothes and light, hooded rain cloaks like a number of the men wore when walking in the streets. Trak still saw a few of the straw-bundle capes he had used at the mines.
He liked the open architecture of the city with the wide, overhanging tile roofs, ready to shed the frequent rain showers that made the city steamy after a warm day.
The rain cloaks helped keep their nationalities secret when they strolled through markets and sat in open-air restaurants, but they still couldn’t go inside where politeness dictated the shedding of the rain gear.
Mori picked up food from the local stalls and distributed rice balls, fried fish, and vegetables wrapped in large edible leaves to the visitors. The cuisine differed from what Mori generally gave them, which consisted of vegetable soups and rice. The spices seemed similar, and Trak enjoyed sucking in the foreign culture despite their furtive movements. 
Six days after meeting with Jojo, Mori took them closer to Beniko Castle. The structure had been built on a man-made hill faced with stone. Walkways circled up towards the castle itself. Trak noticed that the actual buildings began a few stories higher than the ground level. Nearly flat tile roofs of many colors and sizes made the castle look like a jumble of structures from up close, but from most vantage points away from the castle, they created a pyramid, with the top tower thrusting up nearly eight stories into the air by Trak’s estimation. 
The Toryan princess served as a slave somewhere inside that building. Trak wondered how he would ever find her.
“Psst!” Sirul clutched Trak’s arm. “There is Lenis.”
“Don’t point,” Tembul said, pulled down Sirul’s hand.
The four of them observed Lenis walking out of the ground-level gate of the castle together with a familiar face. 
“Paka is with him,” Trak said.
“Paka?” Mori narrowed her eyes.
“You know him by a different name?” Tembul said.
Mori nodded. “Hokono. He is a minion of the current ruling clique.”
Trak pursed his lips. “Hokono,” he repeated. “He posed on board ship as a guide and interpreter, but Lenis and he deserted us early on.” Trak watched them gesture with their hands as they talked about something seemingly urgent. “Maybe we should follow them.”
“Perhaps Jomio already has.” Mori’s eyes scanned the square. “It’s time for us to head back to my house. I think I need to share this information with Jomio.”
~
Trak paced down in the basement by himself. Tembul and Sirul’s skill with teleportation hadn’t improved, and they both trudged up the stairs to rest after a session transporting any number of small things, including their rabbits. Tembul couldn’t transport one rabbit very far, and Sirul still had to hold onto Tembul to transport anything. Their efforts wore their powers down after only a few attempts.
Trak sat down on an old rickety chair and leaned over with his palms cupping his chin. He looked up the stairs, and then back at the rabbits, quiet in their cage. 
He took a deep breath and stood. He imagined the pipe and willed himself to the other side of the room. He staggered as his vision of the room changed abruptly. After examining his arms and hands for any issues, Trak smiled. He had moved himself. What if he went upstairs?
After clenching and unclenching his fists a few times as he worked up the courage, he closed his eyes and willed himself up to his bedroom. Sunlight lit up his eyelids, and he opened them up on the third floor of the house. He walked over to Tembul and Sirul’s bedroom. Tembul took a nap with an arm over his eyes.
“I’ve done it,” Trak said quietly. “From the basement to my bedroom.”
Tembul sat up, shaking off his weariness. “Show me.”
“Wait.” Trak left the room and then teleported into Tembul’s bedroom.
The Toryan’s mouth dropped. “In the blink of an eye.” He looked at Trak dumbfounded. “I wouldn’t dare try it.”
“You would with someone who had more power than Sirul. Rest up a bit, and you can try. It’s only from one bedroom to the other.”
Tembul shuddered. “The orange that shriveled moved only a few paces.”
“Remember, it’s the pipe.” Trak couldn’t help but give the Toryan a grin. “I’ll be right back.” He closed his eyes and found himself back in the basement. He pumped a fist in the air and returned to Tembul’s room. “I’m okay. My magic is still strong,” he said.
“Your magic. I’d be passed out.”
“We will try it out. Don’t tell Sirul. I want to surprise him.” Trak went back to the basement, wondering where he could go next? 
He visualized the approach to Beniko’s city walls and transported to the very spot where he had stood a few weeks ago. He looked quickly around to see if anyone had noticed his instant arrival. No one had, so he ripped a little branch off of a nearby bush and teleported back into his bedroom.
“Here.” His statement almost came out as a laugh. Trak felt giddy when he tossed the branch to Tembul. “I went outside the city and back.”
Tembul squinted at Trak. “Use some judgment. You might end up inside the city wall or run into something that acts as a barrier to teleportation.”
Trak sat on Tembul’s bed. “Could there be such a thing?”
“Shields stop magic. Why wouldn’t they do the same with some kind of a teleportation spell?”
The rashness of his act finally sunk in. “I could have bounced off a shield, huh?”
Tembul nodded. “You certainly could. We should try all sorts of things before you go moving all over the place.” The Toryan shook his head. “I have to admit, for the first time I’m jealous of your power. I could quickly move all over Torya.”
“Find a powerful partner,” Trak said. “Tomorrow use me to test your ability.”
Tembul lay back down. “I will.”
Trak looked down at the Toryan. Tembul could loosen up just a bit to join in a celebration of his success.
~
Borrowing from Trak’s power, Tembul teleported from the basement to the third floor a few times after he mastered moving from one side of the basement to another, and then he went to the same spot where Trak had gone outside the city wall.
After returning, the pair of them stood in the basement. Tembul swayed after the use of so much of his own energy. “Sirul doesn’t help,” Tembul said, “but you do. I can feel the spell sap my energy, but I couldn’t do this more than a few times, even holding on to your hand.”
Trak rubbed his chin. “I suspected as much. We keep this a secret between us.”
“And Sirul?” 
Sirul and Trak had already tried to move in the basement, but the spell didn’t work. “We tell him that we can move from place to place in the basement.”
“Some of the truth,” Tembul said, nodding. “I agree. When I return to Torya, I’ll find a suitable partner.”
They heard the door opening and closing upstairs and went up to find Mori, Nashi and Jojo sitting on the floor of the dining room, sharing a basket of food.
“Where were you?” Jojo said. 
“We were practicing in the basement,” Trak said. 
Jojo smiled, just a little. “I hope you are improving.”
“In our own way, at our own pace,” Tembul said.
Jojo looked at Trak and nodded. “Now as to your friend.” Jojo took a bite of grilled chicken on a wooden skewer. “Lenis has been a very busy boy. Hokono has introduced him to the highest level of our bureaucracy, where he has been negotiating for the release of the Toryan princess.”
“Has he been successful?” Tembul said.
Nashi smiled sardonically. “He is still a foreigner, no matter who he speaks to, and they disregard him as a serious person. He hasn’t learned much Benninese, but Hokono serves as his interpreter.” He shrugged. “I heard that they are extracting information from Lenis about the Toryan situation and the results of the Santasian civil war.”
Trak scoffed. “He only fought in a few skirmishes against the Kandannans. How would he know what went on in Santasia?”
“And you?”
“I told you my story in the mines. What I said was the truth, no matter what Lenis says. If his account differs from the one I gave you—”
“Believe more in what an actual participant says?” Jojo said, grinning. “I do. So what shall we do with Lenis? Kill him?”
Tembul gave Trak a look of warning. 
“We can’t do that,” Trak said. “I can’t stop your ruling bureaucracy from doing that, but he’s not a threat to me.” Trak didn’t know if he believed his own words, but Tembul saw Lenis as a fellow Toryan and wouldn’t look positively on anything happening to him.
“I doubt if he is very important,” Tembul said. “So far, he has been a nuisance, nothing more.”
“We have no indication otherwise,” Nashi said. “However, he might lead us to the location of the princess. I will direct one of my palace servants to follow him.”
“Do that,” Jojo said. “In the meantime, I’m hungry.”
~
“Now that Lenis is here, we need to give some thought to planning a rescue and escape,” Trak said. “If we are to leave Bennin, we have to fly north all the way to the port of Homika; that means we will need to build a flyer.”
Sirul perked up. “I may not be as powerful as either of you, but I know my way around a hammer and nails. If Mori can get the materials, I’ll build a flyer. How big?”
“We will assume the three of us and the princess, but perhaps we might have to rescue Lenis, as well,” Tembul said. “Enough for six people?”
“That makes it bigger than our old ones. I had to ferry five soldiers a number of times, when you were captured by the Kandannans. We were all pretty well squeezed into the flyer to keep everyone from falling off. This time we will be in the air for more than a week, if we can travel unimpeded,” Trak said. “We should have a railing around the edges. I’d also install a raised edge to keep things from rolling off. I may not need to strike a pose this time, but it probably wouldn’t hurt to have an internal railing or a post like Valanna had on her flyer. Remember, Tembul?”
“I do. I’ll help with the design,” the Toryan said. “When will we need it?”
Trak shrugged. “We should get it ready as soon as possible and then hide it in the stable, if we can. Advanced preparation is always better than haste.”
“Indeed it is. Do you have any ideas on how to get the princess out?”
Trak squinted his eyes as he thought. “I can use teleportation to remove her from the castle, but we have to find a way to get to her. Perhaps, I’ll need to get caught and taken to the dungeons. Mori is certain none of us would make it past the guards. Our coloring can be changed, but our facial features can’t.” Trak wouldn’t dare try a poseless spell to modify a person’s features, or would he? He tucked that thought away and thought of what they would need to leave. 
“We will need non-perishable supplies and waterskins. We should plan on two week’s worth for five people,” Tembul said. “I’ll talk to Mori about that.”
Trak ran his tongue along his teeth while he thought about that. “I guess it depends on how much we can trust Jojo and his group. Will they let us go? I know he’s anxious to retake control of the country.”
“I hadn’t thought of that.” 
Sirul sat up straighter. “If we don’t trust them, then let’s make two flyers; one in plain sight, and another in pieces that we can quickly assemble. There are enough useless items cast off in the stables to hide what we’re doing.”
“Same thing for the food,” Trak said. “Two caches. One that Mori knows about, and another she doesn’t.” He felt much better now that they had a reserve strategy. “I think we can be open with asking Jojo about plans for the castle, don’t you?”
Tembul scratched his head. “I guess. Why wouldn’t he? If he resists, then we know for sure we can’t trust him.”
~
“What a maze,” Sirul said, looking down at the plans to the castle that Mori had delivered. “How can we find our way through there?” 
Trak smiled at the Toryan. “It won’t be easy, but we have to learn our way in and out. Who knows where the princess is? She could be working as a scullery maid or living in luxurious captivity.”
Tembul laughed. “Luxurious captivity means she is the object of a lord’s attention?”
Trak shrugged, and then called Mori over. “Are there lords in Bennin? I thought the bureaucracy ruled underneath the Emperor.”
Mori left her paperwork scattered over the kitchen table. “I hate doing this, but Jojo must be obeyed,” she said. Mori continued muttering in unintelligible Benninese until she stood over the map with her arms on her hips. “The leaders of the bureaucracy are lords. The aristocracy never went away; they just changed their titles into bureaucrats. In order to gain a high position, one of noble blood passes civil service examinations and is rated for potential. Even that is often rigged.”
“You’re Jojo’s cousin. Aren’t you noble?”
Mori laughed, but Trak could see it was born of frustration. “Not on my side. He uses me as he would any other tool. I’ve done what I can to make a good life for myself, yet Jojo demands more and more.” She scowled and shook a finger at them. “You didn’t hear me say any of this, right?”
Trak and Tembul nodded. Sirul seemed to nod because his companions did, but he probably had little better command in Benninese that Lenis did.
“So when Bennin buys the Toryan princess as a slave, what are they likely to do with her?”
Mori looked down at the castle plans that Nashi had delivered that morning. “As you said, she might be doing anything. Is she pretty?”
Trak looked at Sirul. “Is the princess pretty?” he said in Toryan.
Sirul colored. “She is comely enough,” he answered back in Benninese and gave Trak a triumphant look to show he had understood.
“Then she might be anywhere. It depends on why they bought the woman.” Mori turned around and went back to her paperwork.
“We need to learn this, then. Nashi should know how to get us in the castle at the right time,” Trak said.
“And when is the right time?” Tembul asked. He traced his finger through the passages and flipped to another page to see where the wide set of central stairs led to the next level. “This is an interesting plan, but you will note that the rooms have no labels, and this paper is new. Someone created this map just for us.”
Trak bent down to examine the paper. “Right. A question for Nashi when he comes tonight.”
Tembul and Sirul spent the day working on flyer parts, while Trak concentrated on memorizing the castle map. At dinner all of them lamented that Nashi hadn’t yet arrived, and ultimately they went to bed.
Trak rose in the middle of the night. He picked up the plans to the castle and donned his hooded cloak. In a moment, he stood in front of a remote corridor of the castle. Lamps dimly lit the hallway in both directions. He looked out the window and verified that he had ended up where he had intended. He couldn’t help but smile as he thought of being able to teleport his way around Beniko,
He walked around the corner of the empty passage and confronted a wider corridor and a set of stairs leading up and down. Trak spelled a tiny light and verified that the map wasn’t right. He turned around and quickly paced certain passages, running up a few stairways to avoid guards on their rounds before teleporting back to his bedroom.
After taking a deep breath, he poured a cup of water and sat down on his bed where he couldn’t think of any good reason why the map didn’t match the castle. Perhaps he couldn’t trust Jojo after all.
Trak opened the map again, and began making notations. It reminded him of all the sketches that he had made of poses for Honor when he spent six months with Misson Dalistro. He would have to make more trips to correct the map. He ground his teeth, since he was certain there were places where he couldn’t go without risking detection. Jojo must have drawn the map with traps, and Trak had to find out where they were if he were to successfully rescue the princess.
He wanted to crumple up the paper in frustration. He understood that they couldn’t trust any Benninese, but did everyone have to betray them? Mori had seemed supportive enough, but now even she had begun to gripe about Jojo’s demands. Trak had to wonder what Jojo had up his silk sleeve.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
~
ASEM PAWED AT THE NEW BEARD ON HIS CHIN that he had grown since arriving in Warish. He paced like an agitated animal while Valanna looked on. Valanna had spent months with Asem, and yet she had never seen him so agitated since telling him about the events in Pestle and the threat in the Arid Lands. After making Valanna write down every detail she could remember, he had taken the information to the King and had just returned.
She wished Kulara sat by her, but the woman had gone out into the city on another errand for Asem. Valanna looked out from the tower where King Marom had placed Asem under house arrest. Valanna put a finger to her lips. She just about bit into her nail, a bad habit she had broken in her teen years, but the tension in the room had destroyed the relief of returning to Balbaam intact. She should be proud of her actions, thankful to whatever gods had saved her life from the net the Vashtans had thrown to capture her, but Asem’s expression made her uncertain.
Asem said something, but Valanna didn’t quite catch the words. “Pardon me?”
“You have put the King into a dilemma. He has put me here for safety’s sake, and yet someone must pursue the rebels in the Arid Lands. The King wants you and Kulara to go, but I think it is too dangerous for the both of you.”
“Me?” Valanna couldn’t help but blurt it out. “How can I go up against the Ferezan?”
The ghost of a smile passed Asem’s lips. “You don’t have to worry about my family. Other clans of the Arid Lands are involved in this, as well. No one else has the power that these Vashtan magicians do, and the King doesn’t want an open civil war like you have just quelled in Santasia.”
“You were there to help stop it,” Valanna said.
“The Long War with Pestle has just about been won. I think if we can quietly defeat the Vashtans, we can walk into Pestledown and just replace King Harl with little more than a whimper. The Vashtans, by their actions, have accelerated out timetable, but it comes at great peril. The question is, can we risk you?”
Valanna bowed her head. “I live to serve King Marom.”
“But does he serve you?” Asem quickly turned his back to her and looked out the window, still fondling his beard. He stopped and raised his hand. “Forget that I said that. You do serve him, and you will travel to the Arid Lands. You’ve never been there, have you?”
Valanna shook her head, even though Asem still looked out the window. “What do you want me to do?”
“Whatever you want,” he said. “Kulara knows the people you can call on for support, and the pair of you can even fly out there if you wish.”
Valanna stood up. “We left our flyers behind in Santasia.”
Asem waved off her protest. “They are easy enough to build. My lovely second wife is testing out a new flyer as we speak. You can leave in the morning. The King may request an audience, but I would rather see you gone before he speaks to you.”
“Why would you defy your King?” Valanna really wanted to know.
“King Marom has a habit of making a simple demand less simple. You should have the maximum discretion, and if you speak to him, he may want more than you are willing to give.”
Valanna couldn’t help but furrow her brow. What did Asem mean by that? She looked at his back and knew the audience had ended.
~
“Do you like the new flyer?” Kulara said from her pose pointing backwards.
Valanna smiled, looking through the slanted glass window facing to the front. Once the engineers in Balbaam found out about the flyer, they had worked with Kulara on a design that would make it flow through the air more easily. Valanna thought the new contraption looked more like an upside down boat. The thick glass panels were split in the middle and slanted to either side, like the prow of a ship. 
“Do the panels make it easier to fly, even though they add a lot of weight?” Valanna said.
“They do. I can fly faster with the same amount of effort. The engineers told me that most of the power I used to push the flyer was wasted fighting the air. I believe them.”
Valanna looked down at the emptiness below. The Arid Lands were often regarded as desert, but Kulara had pointed out that dry didn’t mean desert, and Kulara promised to show her what she meant.
“There’s the oasis,” Kulara said, pointing to a cluster of buildings up ahead. She broke her pose and let the flyer glide slowly on its own. The light wind at twenty stories in the air gently pushed the flyer towards their destination. “We can put the flyer down in the midst of those trees.”
Valanna would hardly call them trees. She didn’t think any of them were more than four paces high, but the clearing that Kulara spotted would keep the flyer from casual sight. She stepped off as they landed and lifted the door to a storage compartment built into the front underneath the glass panels, grabbing Kulara’s travel bag and her own.
“We aren’t deep into the Arid Lands, yet,” Kulara said. The inn is owned by a Balbaam merchant, so we should be safe enough.”
Valanna pursed her lips. “How long will we be ‘safe enough’ on this trip?”
That comment made Kulara laugh. “Wait until our next stop. Even the buildings will look different. Put up your hood to cover your hair.”
Valanna raised the hood of the full-length dark coat that most women wore in the Arid Lands. They walked into the inn. Other than thick walls, it looked much the same as any other inn. Valanna let Kulara do the talking with her Arid Lands accent.
“Rooms and stable fees,” the innkeeper said. The man stood at about Valanna’s height with scraggly hair and a sparse beard. He certainly didn’t look like any Ferezan she had ever seen. 
Kulara slid coins across the counter and flashed a warning look at Valanna.
Once in their room in the middle of one of two wings, Valanna took her hood off. “You paid stable fees?”
Kulara shrugged. “That was easy enough to do in this busy inn. Just how do two women walk in from the wilderness without any evidence of such a trek?”
Valanna took off the cloak and realized that Kulara had a point. “I didn’t know…” She tried not to say it as an apology, but it had come out that way. Did Trak continually make mistakes? Was he likewise in a foreign land making mistakes, too? She took a deep breath. One learns as one lives. How many times had Asem told her that or something similar? “…But I do now.”
“Good. Now we have to do something about that Pestlan hair,” Kulara said pulling a smaller bag out of her valise. “I brought along something for you.”
Valanna turned up a corner of her lip. “Making me into a Ferezan warrior?”
Looking at Valanna sideways, “Do you want to be a Ferezan warrior?” 
“No,” Valanna said shaking her head, “I just want to get this over with.”
Kulara nodded. “That makes two of us. I miss Asem warming my bed, and sorry, you are not an appropriate substitute.”
Valanna wondered who would ever warm her bed? Trak? She cringed that the thought came so easily into her mind. She had safely stowed his letter in her things in Balbaam, along with his portfolio. Valanna had only enough time to learn a few new poses and power words.
“Get over here,” Kulara said, while Valanna still sat on one of the two beds in the room. She poured the contents of a small vial into the washing-up pan and stirred it around with a metal spoon. “Take off your dress and put this towel around your neck.”
Some minutes later, Valanna didn’t recognize the face looking back in the mirror. Her hair and eyebrows had turned black, and Kulara had applied a stain to her face, neck, and arms. If her features had been a bit bolder, like Kulara’s, she would look like a tribeswoman.
“Good enough for most things,” Kulara said, rinsing out the towels in the bowl after she had filled four pitchers from the well between the two wings. “Don’t worry, I have a vial that will turn the color back.”
Valanna slid a fingertip along her arm and looked at it. 
“The dye wears off after a few weeks. We should be done by then, shouldn’t we?”
Valanna nodded. She didn’t mention the thought that came to her mind…if they still lived. Her image in the mirror would certainly be sufficient in candle or lamplight. “It doesn’t appear to come off.”
“You’d look very dirty if it did, but don’t put your dress back on until morning, and sleep on top of the bed. No reason to take any chances.”
Valanna appreciated the caution. She regarded at Kulara’s advice as opportunities to learn.
~
The disguise didn’t draw any attention when they left the next morning. Valanna left the inn with her hood down, along with Kulara. They quickly walked out of the village and found their flyer undisturbed. In moments, Valanna had them up in the air, taking them farther into the Arid Lands.
“I really like this improvement,” Kulara said, looking out through the windows. The wind isn’t even an issue.”
Valanna couldn’t make a move, but said, “I can go faster. Everything you said yesterday is true about this new design.” She smiled to herself and watched the dry lands flow beneath them. She pushed her spell harder and could feel the flyer instantly speed up.
A few hours later, Valanna could feel the strain of maintaining the pose on her legs. “Time for a break.”
“You can take it down,” Kulara said. “It’s time for a lesson on the Arid Lands, and I’m a bit hungry.”
The flyer set down in the middle of nowhere. Valanna walked around and didn’t notice a single wheel track or print of anything but small animals.
Kulara gave her the wine skin. The wine had been watered down, but anything would work for Valanna after two hours of straight flying. She hadn’t gone so far at one time since her flight from Pestledown. 
After consulting with a map, Kulara said, “Just as I thought, we’ve gone further than I imagined. We can spend an hour or so resting before taking off again. Will that suit you?”
Valanna nodded. “I don’t need a nap or anything,” she said. “Are you going to show me how this isn’t a desert?”
Kulara smiled. “All you need is a little magic. I will teach you a spell you probably didn’t know.” She stood and lifted an arm in the air and leaned over sideways, with her other arm pointing to the ground. “Risma.” 
After a minute, the ground began to darken and a tiny fountain of water reached up towards Kulara’s hand a few feet above the ground. 
“Do you want to try it?” Kulara said as she came out of the pose. “Water runs beneath the surface all through the Arid Lands, generally too deep to dig a well, but the pose brings it to the surface quickly.” She breathed a bit heavily. “It does take some strength. Tribeswomen jealously guard the pose, so don’t use it among my people. There were three such women in my tribe, so I wasn’t wanted. As a result of my exile, I wandered as a magician for hire. There is little more for unattached women with magical talent to do.”
“Is this why you chose to be with Asem, while his first wife lived in the desert with his children?”
Not responding to Valanna’s question became the answer. Kulara turned her head and kicked dirt over the wet ground. “It is better to let it sink back into the earth,” she said. 
“I’ll try it.”
Kulara dug another hole in the ground. “We have vessels with a hole in the middle for the water fountain. One doesn’t go thirsty in a desert, right?”
Valanna looked around at the landscape. It looked dry and sterile to her eyes, but, as Kulara demonstrated, the reality took a keener eye. She assumed the same pose that Kulara did. “It’s quite a stretch,” she said. “Risma.” 
She maintained the pose for a few moments when a huge fountain erupted from the ground, drenching both of the women. Valanna broke the pose and staggered back, trying to shake water from her clothes. 
Kulara laughed. “There is an art to the pose. You have so much power that you’ll have to practice adjusting your concentration and controlling the strength of the power word. Fill up my little pool again and then you can  top up your waterskin. You ruined yours with all the power you used.” She laughed again and shook her head. “Control is a problem that I think you share with Trak.”
 “Does this only work in the Arid Lands?”
“No, but then it isn’t needed in a land where the sky sheds tears.” Kulara smiled. “That is a Ferezan expression. The spell draws water from the ground. However, if a tribe spends too much time in one place, the local water can be tapped out. If that is the case, it may take minutes for any water to be drawn into the spell. I’ve never used it anywhere outside of the Arid Lands, but it should work.”
Valanna hadn’t expected to learn new spells on her trip, but this one would definitely be added to Trak’s portfolio. She hoped he wouldn’t mind. As with most other magic, Valanna didn’t experience the same energy drain as Kulara, she thought, as she used less intent when she said the power word and let the dirt basin filled quickly with water before she stood up.
~
Towards the end of the day, Valanna followed Kulara’s instructions and guided the flyer half a league or so to their next oasis in an area dotted with small rolling hills.
“Throw some dust on me,” Kulara said, once she donned her cloak, “and I’ll do the same for you.”
Valanna stomped on some dirt to make it finer and cupped her hand in the dirt and tossed it up in their air towards the Kulara. The tribeswoman stepped into the cloud with her eyes closed and her arms out. She shook her hair out. “Your turn.”
Valanna closed her eyes and walked into the dust cloud that Kulara made. “I guess we can walk into the oasis now.”
“Right. Half a league ought to make us sweat a bit, just like real trekkers. Let’s go.”
Carrying some of their bags, Valanna followed Kulara up the first hill. The up and down of the terrain made the walk a bit more strenuous than Valanna expected, but soon they walked through the dirt street of the oasis. 
“If you can find water anywhere, then why do you need an oasis?” Valanna asked.
“That is an easy question. What if you’re not a magician? An oasis always has water, or it will soon be just another empty spot.”
Valanna schooled her mind to accept simple answers to her relatively stupid questions. Instead of buildings with thick walls, she observed something more like a tent city. From the looks of the tents, some of them had been in the same place for years. Kulara took her to a large tent that had a huge expanse of fabric stretched over a number of tents. An Arid Land inn? 
Stools, benches, and tables looked no different from any other inn she had been in, although the curving walls of cloth broken up by hanging animal skins or dirty silk seemed rather exotic to her tastes, as did the patchwork of carpet covering the floor. She imagined that they were laid right on the dirt. The difference between the first inn and this surprised her, but then Valanna had become used to surprises on her first trip to the Arid Lands. In some respects, it was exactly like she had been taught, and in others, like the tent oasis and the ease of obtaining water, her trip had been one continuous string of revelations.
Following Kulara’s lead, she threw back her hood. Both of them would look a mess to anyone who served them, but then she saw others in as filthy a condition as their own. 
A woman stood at the end of a long counter. The surface looked like someone had made it of varnished animal skins. The innkeeper pointed at Valanna. “I’d like her eyes,” she said.
Kulara turned around. “Your eyes look even more blue than normal.” Valanna noticed that she didn’t use her name.
Valanna just shrugged. She hadn’t tried to master the accent common in the Arid Lands and thought if she looked bored and didn’t say a word, she might just get away with her silence. Kulara crooked her finger and led her out of the tent and into a courtyard of sorts covered by the fabric roof. Valanna looked up and saw that the roof consisted of many panels of the same color fabric, held in position by a myriad of poles connected with rope to create a more stable structure than what appeared from the outside. 
“Fourth tent on the left,” Kulara said.
Valanna saw bedding and pillows stacked to one side of the tent they entered. Carpets littered the inside of the tent, just as they did the covered courtyard. She bent over and lifted the corner of a carpet to see waxed canvas beneath the carpet.
“How long has this oasis been here?” 
Kulara shrugged. “As long as I can remember. I stayed in this very tent a few times in my earlier years, wandering around the Arid Lands as a magician for hire.”
“Until you met Asem?”
Kulara nodded. “Love of my life. Luck guided me to him in an oasis far from here. It was losing its water, and the villagers hired me to act as their water maiden. That’s the term for unattached women who draw water for a living. He had stopped on his way to the eastern edge of Warish, to trade with Pestlan farmers.”
“Was it love at first sight?”
Kulara laughed. “Absolutely not. Asem was rougher around the edges in those days. It actually wasn’t that long before, when his first wife had basically thrown him out of their tent. She’s not a nice woman, but we will visit her, since I have messages to her children from their father.”
“Won’t that be awkward?”
Valanna’s comment earned another shrug from Kulara. “Multiple wives is entirely acceptable in the Arid Lands. Although it’s not a desert, life can sometimes be cruel, and the tribes must continue.” She sighed.
Valanna knew that both Asem and Kulara were disappointed they had no children between them. Valanna considered it a tragedy, since she thought both of them were very strong people and would make noble children, in every sense of the word.
“When we meet her, continue your silent act. Don’t give the woman any cause to think you may be number three.”
“You can rely on me.”
Kulara smiled, and that made Valanna relax a little from the tension in the tent. “I know you can. Take whatever you don’t want stolen with you. I’m hungry, and it’s time to eat.”
Valanna looked inside her bag and decided that she didn’t want anything stolen. She ran her fingers through her hair, and when a string of thick curly black hair came into view, it still startled her. “Let’s go.”
Both women trudged into the common room under the roof of the main tent and found a table for two. They were just about finished with their meal when a four-person band began to play for the patrons. Valanna had heard desert music before, but it never sounded like this. She found the instruments were constructed a bit differently in the Arid Lands. The sounds were flatter, somehow, and the woman playing drums pounded out a rhythm that felt more primitive than what she heard in Balbaam. The drummer had a rack filled with instruments - chimes, tambourines, drums of different sizes, and gourds, probably filled with sand or other sound making material.
She closed her eyes while she let Kulara order, letting the exotic music wash over her aching muscles. After listening to a few of the unfamiliar songs, Valanna felt a tap on her feet. When she her opened her eyes to look at Kulara, her body stiffened since she focused on the black eyes of a Vashtan.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Nineteen
~
AFTER HOURS OF MOVING BACK AND FORTH IN THE CASTLE, Trak decided to stop his activities as the waking population of the castle began to grow. He clutched his thin black cloak around him and teleported home. 
Tembul looked up from Trak’s desk. “What is this with all the notes?” 
Trak looked up at his companion. “I did something foolish.”
“You didn’t—“
Trak nodded and smiled. “I teleported into the castle about ten times last night to check on the map. Don’t worry, no one caught me, but I found that our friend Jojo didn’t give us an accurate map.”
“That’s evident,” Tembul said pointing at all of the corrections. “You caught all these errors?”
Trak pointed to an area of the map. “The plans were useless. If we had sneaked into the castle and relied on them as drawn, we wouldn’t have been able to find the princess, much less our way around. I only succeeded because I could teleport in and out.”
“What about the rooms?”
“I appeared in a lady’s room. Once I found the bearings, I teleported out.” Trak pointed to a section of the map. “I didn’t even look for the princess. A few more nights, and then I’ll be confident we will have a good enough idea of where things are to begin to explore.” Trak put the plans away. “Not a word to Mori.”
“Or to Sirul,” Tembul said. “Not until we are ready to go.”
Trak knit his brows together. “You don’t trust him?”
Tembul pursed his lips and said, “Just the two of us for now. Since we are beset by enemies all around us, that’s one less person to make a slip. It is a matter of finding who is less of an enemy than another.”
~
The two men pushed Sirul to spend his time getting the two flyers prepared. Trak kept up his late-night forays into the castle until he had the main part of the palace re-mapped. He hadn’t explored the very top where the Emperor lived or the cells at the bottom. While Trak slept, Tembul memorized the revisions.
Trak decided to walk through the dungeon area and appeared at the bottom of a stairway leading down to the lower levels that he had verified. The lamps that lit the lower part of the castle had given way to greasy torches that created pools of flickering light. The dungeons reminded Trak of the mines he had worked outside of Peskoa where he first met Jojo, but these walls consisted of stone blocks. He wondered if any of the dungeons really went below ground, and suspected they were built within the windowless stone walls that made up the artificial hill leading up to the castle proper.
He had to stop from time to time as he paced out the corridors and the doors. Where he had to, he spelled dim lights to assist him with note taking. When he confronted the occasional guard station, he teleported to the other side of it.
Trak wished he could magically remove the smell of the dark passages. Mold and human smells mixed together made a constant stench. At this time of night, where daylight never reached, Trak realized that it didn’t matter if he walked the corridors at night or during the day. Teleportation was his only advantage. He didn’t dare take a weapon with him, since it might make enough of a sound should he bump it against a wall or an unexpected piece of furniture. 
The monotony of the dungeons wore at him, and he finally left. Once he reached his room, Trak began to make notations on the plans. 
Tembul slid his door open. “You stink. I smelled it from my bedroom across the hall. You’ll have to wash your clothes before you go down, maybe take a bath, too.”
“A hazard that I never thought of,” Trak said. “Look over my work while I spend a little time in the bathroom.”
Trak came back into the bedroom, toweling his hair dry. Tembul leaned over the map, obviously still intent on memorizing it.
“Have you got it down?”
Tembul looked up. “I imagine the plans are already fixed in that oversized brain of yours.”
Trak nodded. “Tomorrow night, I’m going to poke around the two upper stories. They aren’t as big as the rest of the castle, so one night should suffice.”
“That is a very large risk, Trak,” Tembul said. “You will almost certainly get caught.”
“And if I do? I can just teleport back here.”
Tembul clucked his tongue. “With two brawny guards hanging onto your arms? That is, if they even wait to capture you. You might return with a spear sticking through you.”
“Then what do you suggest?”
Tembul tapped his finger on the plan of the upper story. “Maybe it’s time to see what kind of genuine information we can get from Jojo or Nashi.”
“Without lying?”
“Confront them about the plans, just don’t let them know you’ve been through most of the castle.” Tembul folded his arms, and that usually meant straight talk from the Toryan. “All you need to tell them was that their plans were off in a spot or two. Call it a test or whatever, but we can’t sit here forever. Sirul has just about got the flyers ready.”
Trak lay down on his bed. “I think you’re right, so I think it’s in our best interest to talk to Mori in the morning about a meeting with Jojo. Go get some sleep. That’s what I’m going to do.”
Despite his advice to Tembul, Trak could only toss and turn, running over what kinds of implications the false plans had to his mission. He came to the conclusion that it was no longer safe to rely on Jojo for any more help than giving them a place to stay. 
After asking Mori for a meeting with Jojo, Trak went off by himself, shrouded in the ubiquitous thin dark cloak. Beniko Castle beckoned to him, so he found himself pacing around the outside, looking for entrances other than the main gate that led to the switchbacks up to the elevated main buildings. Where were other exits? None were noted on the plans. In a fire, all of the occupants couldn’t escape down a single, narrow, twisting road.
Jojo would know, if he truly were a highly placed bureaucrat. After a single circuit without detecting an exit door, he stood across the square in front of the main gate, looking up at the towering castle. He had traveled in that castle. Where could the princess be?
He walked towards the street that would take him to Mori’s house and stopped. Paka and Lenis had just emerged from a shop and strolled away from the castle. Perhaps Lenis knew more than Jojo. After pausing to see if guards accompanied them, Trak followed.
The pair led him through areas of Beniko where Trak hadn’t been until they walked into a tavern. In this part of town, it appeared that people could wear the cloaks inside. Perhaps that was why they traveled so far for a drink that they could likely get in the castle? He waited a bit more, and then entered, keeping the hood over his face, he sat at a small table in a corner away from the window. The lamps had not yet been lit, giving the tavern a deserted feel, although perhaps a quarter of the tables were taken by men and women talking in low voices.
Lenis had eschewed wearing a hooded cloak and conversed with two other men. Their hoods had been thrown back to reveal Jojo and Nashi in earnest conversation with the Toryan, using Paka as a translator. Trak would have even more to discuss with Jojo whenever Mori set up a time to talk. Trak couldn’t hear much of what they discussed, but Paka spoke more loudly in Toryan than the two Benninese did in their native tongue. 
They spoke of tricking the Toryans; that meant Trak, Tembul, and Sirul, but Trak couldn’t make out how or why they would in the first place. If Jojo wanted them taken, he could just leak their location to Benninese guards. That meant Jojo must need Trak’s group to do something. Trak sipped at the rice wine that he had ordered and continued to listen, but the conference ended much too quickly, when Lenis and Paka abruptly left the tavern.
Trak wanted to follow, but a server plunked down two bowls and a small pitcher of warmed wine in front of the pair, making Trak wait to leave so he wouldn’t be noticed. The two men muttered silently, like the rest of the customers, keeping Trak from learning anything. 
He rose and left the tavern, standing on a corner not far away, wondering which way to go. He decided to check out the shop where Lenis had emerged. Perhaps that was one of the castle’s hidden exit points. Trak kept to the side of the street and continually pulled on the hood of his cloak. He passed plenty of men and women dressed the same while he approached the square in front of the Beniko Castle. 
He made his way across the street and walked past the shop from which Lenis emerged. A weapons shop. Trak felt the weight of the purse that Mori had given him when they first arrived. Trak yearned for a sword at his side and decided he would have legitimate business to conduct as he slid the shop door aside and walked in.
Benninese swords had a distinctive look, but this shop sold blades of all types. An old man with thinning hair sat on a stool, reading through a scroll of sticks that the Benninese used as books. Reading the Benninese characters vertically, the man slowly rolled the sticks in his left hand to the growing roll in his right. Trak wondered how many leagues of scrolls had passed through the man’s weathered hands. 
The shopkeeper lifted his eyes as Trak averted his. Rare blue eyes in a sea of brown, Trak thought. It wouldn’t do to be noticed, but the shop held some fine used weapons. Trak lifted a thin Santasian sword from a wooden rack and held it in his hand. He swished the blade around, getting a feel for it in his hand. 
He sighed as the balance did not meet his standards, too hilt-heavy. Trak continued to test out the blades on another rack. Balance meant more than design to him. The dark blue curtains that served as a door to the back parted as three men, all with the bearing of guards, left the shop without a word to the shopkeeper, who continued to read.
Trak walked to a rack of Bennin-style blades. A few of these looked new as he went through the swords. He picked one up that looked a bit more used than the others and swished it. This one had the balance Trak sought. He lifted it up towards the exceptionally high ceiling and let the blade fall naturally down and away. He assumed a simple practice form, and the blade seemed like an extension in his hand. He tried all he could to keep from smiling. 
“How much?” Trak asked, assuming a lower, gruffer voice.
“Thirty-two cranes.” The man’s eyes narrowed and looked closer at Trak and then at the used sword.
“Twenty-five with a serviceable scabbard,” Trak countered. He took out his pouch and pretended to count the cranes in his purse. “Maybe, twenty-four.”
“Twenty eight, and I will throw in a knife from that rack,” the shopkeeper nodded towards a wall rack filled with knives. 
Trak took a deeper breath than he needed and looked over the merchandise. He spotted a knife that nearly matched the sword in style and condition. He pulled it off the hooks that held it to the wall and looked it over. The blade carried the same maker’s mark as the sword and had certainly been used, but Trak could see that someone put a lot of care into the edge, and the balance matched that of the sword. 
“Deal,” Trak said as he counted out the coins. The man brought out nondescript, but serviceable scabbards for both knife and sword. They didn’t match, but Trak didn’t care. He didn’t buy the weapons to show off. He strapped the sword to his waist and thrust the knife in the waistband of his pants, which required re-cinching with the weight of the knife.
“You chose wisely. Both blades are made of exceptional steel by a master craftsman and will serve you well.” The shopkeeper counted the coins, and then swept them off the counter and into a box filled with even more money.
Another man walked out of the curtain, and Trak had to quickly turn his head as Lenis and Paka walked in the door. He fidgeted with the sword keeping his back to them until they had gone. Trak pulled his hood down and bowed to the shopkeeper and left.
He quickly walked out of the square in a different direction from Mori’s house and found a deserted alley, where he teleported to his bedroom. Trak threw off his cloak and took his weapons downstairs. The steel could still stand some polish along with some finishing edge work. He pulled the sword out of its scabbard and admired the blade. 
Mori walked into the room. “Jojo will join us for dinner.” She stopped and looked at Trak practicing with the sword. “Jojo said you knew how to handle a blade. Now, I believe him.”
“How much is a sword worth in Beniko?”
Mori walked up to examine Trak’s new weapon. “This is a very good sword. It’s worth at least twenty cranes.”
Trak turned red. “I paid twenty-eight for the sword, this knife and the scabbards. Did I get taken?”
“Ask Jojo,” Mori said with a disgruntled look on her face. “If he knows the maker, then you did well enough. If you are looking for your friends, they are out in the stables, as usual.” She turned to go but faced him once more. “When did you return from your jaunt out in the city? I didn’t hear you come in.”
Trak smiled. “I am practicing being stealthy. I guess I succeeded.”
“You certainly did,” she said, returning to the kitchen.
If Trak needed an appraisal, that was fine with him, but he really didn’t need Jojo to verify the quality of the sword. He went out to the stable to see how Sirul and Tembul progressed with the flyer and to look for any materials he could use to bring a bit more shine to the blades and more bite to the edges.
“Look what I bought,” Trak said. 
Tembul and Sirul stopped their construction and walked over to Trak.
“Pretty plain, don’t you think?” Sirul said. “It’s used.”
Tembul smiled. “Sirul likes shiny things.” He took the sword in his hand and swung it. “A little heavy in the hand for me.” He took the blade and tried to wiggle the blade and the hilt. “Quality, I would suppose for a Bennin-style sword. Why do you think you need this?”
Trak looked around for unwanted listeners. “I think I found another way into the castle. Lenis used it coming and going.”
“Going where?” Tembul said.
“I followed Paka and him to a meeting with Jojo and Nashi. I couldn’t hear much of what they had to say, but they mentioned ’tricking the Toryans’, and I think that meant us. The place they exited into the square was a weapons shop.” Trak smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “I couldn’t enter and come out with nothing, could I? While I took my time looking for swords, men came and went. Lenis and Paka returned to the castle while I was in the shop, but I’m sure they didn’t notice me.”
“You think to spirit away the princess from there?”
Trak shook his head. “No, not at all, but I am going to explore. The more I know the castle, the better we prepared we will be to find the princess and leave.”
“Sirul and I are ready. We are making spare parts, now, to stay busy.”
“I think we will be busy in the truest sense very soon.”
~
Trak laid the sword down on the table in the sitting room, seating himself atop the cushion on the floor. He didn’t like being so low, remembering the most embarrassing moment of his life, struggling with the couch in Asem’s Amorim house during his last meeting with Valanna. Nothing would ever compare with the humiliation he felt that day. He wanted to stand up and pace the room while they waited for Jojo to arrive. 
He bit his lower lip, going over in his mind how he would begin questioning his erstwhile partner at the prison camp. The door opened, and Trak struggled to his feet anyway. Jojo walked in with Nashi. Trak didn’t want Nashi’s presence, but he couldn’t really say anything.
“Come and sit. We have things to discuss.”
“With a sword?” Jojo said. He sat down gracefully on his cushion, something Trak couldn’t do, and picked up the sword. 
“I bought it today.”
“You don’t need a sword.”
Trak forced a smile. “We’ve had this conversation before when we sparred in the mines.”
It was Jojo’s turn to smile. “We did, didn’t we?” He slid the blade out of the scabbard. “You have very good taste. How much did you pay?” 
“Twenty-eight cranes. Mori thinks I might have overpaid. What do you think? I bought a knife that is a near-match.”
“Do you have it with you?”
Trak nodded and pulled the knife from his loose jacket, laying it on the table.
Jojo examined a maker’s mark pressed into the steel by the hilt. “This is an Omoti blade. He was a master swordmaker from the last century. You ended up with a fine deal. Benninese swordsmen don’t really like to buy used weapons. The good ones are kept in the family. A noble who died without heirs must have owned this. You’ve tested the balance?”
“It is very good, especially for me,” Trak said.
“I would think so,” Jojo said. “You did well to select this particular sword. The knife might even have been its mate. It’s an Omoti as well. I’m surprised Gomiko let this out of his shop.”
Trak felt his face heat up. “Ah, my surprise is not a surprise, then,” he said.
“That you found one of the clandestine entries into the castle? I am very impressed. What else have you found?” Jojo said.
“The plans that you gave us are not correct.”
It was Jojo’s face to redden, but he merely paused. “And how did you find that out?”
“I used the weapons shop entrance to sneak inside Beniko Castle and took a few informal measurements.”
Nashi’s eyes widened as Jojo’s narrowed. “Nashi?”
“I am sorry, my lord. The plans must have been drawn before recent renovations.” Jojo’s friend began to sweat.
“No,” Trak said. “I would have noticed if the stairways were new.”
“Bring me the plans, please.” Jojo grabbed Nashi’s arm just as the man tried to rise.
Tembul arose and ran up the stairs. No one said a word in his absence. He returned and spread the plans on the table. Trak’s notations were plain to see.
“Amazing that you weren’t caught. I can see that you’ve spent quite some time inside,” Jojo said.
Trak nodded, looking between Jojo and Nashi. He doubted that Nashi performed an act, while he squirmed.
Jojo calmly examined the map and asked to see the next floor down. “Hmmm, Trak has noted a staircase not on the plans that I have gone up and down countless times. Why are these plans different, Nashi?”
“There must be some misunderstanding, Lord Jomio.” He tried to bow, but Jojo wouldn’t let him.
“Who paid you, the Vashtans, or one of my enemies in the bureaucracy?”
“Is there any difference?” Mori said walking into the room with something clutched in her hand.
“Nashi?” Jojo said. 
Nashi continued to squirm. “Lord Manoka! He sponsors the Toryan noble.”
“The one Trak saw us with today?”
Did the man know everything?
“Yes, yes. If he followed the plans, he would have been led into a trap when we sent them in.” Nashi broke away, but Sirul tackled him. Nashi looked up from the floor. “How did you really get in and out of the castle?” he said with a stupefied look on his face.
Jojo looked up at his cousin. “Mori?”
She knelt by Nashi and forced the contents of a vial that she carried into his mouth. Nashi thrashed, throwing off Sirul until his body went still.
Jojo pursed his lips. “My loyal secretary deserved that.” He sighed and leaned over the plans. “Did you master the art of teleportation? You must have.”
Trak nodded his head. Jojo had to know, and Trak knew better than to fight against a man like Jojo.” I did. It’s a matter of visualization, as you might surmise.”
“Can your friends teleport?”
Trak took a deep breath. He would have to tell some of the truth. “Sirul can’t, but Tembul can move things short distances. You might have strength enough to be taught.” He really classified Jojo’s abilities as equivalent to Tembul’s.
“Which we will start tomorrow. What is the visualization?”
“I thought of a sewer.”
Jojo laughed. “A sewer?”
“The sewer pipe protects the contents, so I imagined moving through a pipe. I tried to visualize a shell, but that just didn’t work. Sewer pipes work, I assure you.”
“I will find out tomorrow. Now I will be honest with you. Your friend, Lenis, is out to save the princess all by himself.”
“We had that figured out before we left Homika Port,” Tembul said.
“What you don’t know is that he has already met her.”
“So how does that fit in with the trick you will be playing on the Toryans?” Trak struggled to stand up.
“Ah, you heard Hokono interpret?”
“I did,” Trak said.
“Lenis knows that I have given you shelter, and if you are caught, you wouldn’t be released until long after he has left with the princess.”
Trak clamped his lips together. “Did he offer to pay you?”
“With information about the court.” Jojo leaned his head to look at Nashi. “Probably false as well. How good is your teleport spell?”
“As long as I have a good idea of where I need to go, it hasn’t let me down yet. How did you know I went into the weapons shop?”
“I have men watching the square. There aren’t too many men with Pestlan features in Beniko, and they know how to peer beneath the hoods.”
“I guess,” Trak said. “I thought I was careful.”
“Not careful enough,” Tembul said with a trace of reproof in his voice.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty
~
THE VASHTAN’S EYES WERE LIKE LOOKING INTO DEAD POOLS. The woman smiled at Valanna, showing teeth more yellow than the Vashtan’s skin. “Your companion has fallen asleep.” She spoke Warish with a strange accent that made Valanna shiver.
“Valanna Almond, I am Derit of the Blue Swan clan,” the woman said, following Valanna’s eyes to the floor. 
Valanna leaned over to see Kulara’s slumbering body at the Vashtan’s feet.
Valanna had no idea what a Blue Swan clan was. Her expression obviously reflected her thought.
“I am an enemy of the Yellow Foxes.”
Who could possibly be the Yellow Foxes? Was this woman a spy? Valanna wondered. “Are you allied with those who seek to overthrow King Harl and King Marom?”
Derit clapped silently and grinned. It seemed more like a leer to Valanna. “I am their enemy.”
Kulara began to stir at the Vashtan’s feet. The Vashtan rose from her seat. “I will contact you again on your journey. Please do not try to kill me when I do. I will wear blue and white clothes in the style of the Warishian desert tribes.” 
The woman leaned over into a pose and disappeared. It might be useful to learn that, Valanna thought just before she got up from her seat and said the word ‘worry’ to help Kulara come to.
Kulara eventually blinked as Valanna helped her to the stool from which she dropped. “What happened?”
“A Vashtan named Derit just visited,” Valanna said. “If she is to be believed, she is an ally.”
“Ally?” Kulara shook her head and took a draught of the wine in front of her.
Valanna looked around the common room and saw that sleeping bodies on the floor were more common than she thought. 
“She put you to sleep while I listened to the music with my eyes closed.”
“I do that too,” Kulara said. “Uh, listen with my eyes closed. Oh, my head.” She put her hand on her head while she took another sip of wine. 
“Why don’t we go back to our room or tent or whatever it is? I’ll tell you every detail in the morning when your brain is more receptive.”
Kulara rubbed her forehead. “A good idea." She stood up and nearly collapsed. 
Valanna helped her stagger to their tent where both of them lay down. Kulara started snoring almost immediately in a most unladylike way. Valanna smiled and wondered if Asem had ever let her know, since she’d heard Kulara snore often enough. As for Valanna, she took awhile before the shock of talking to a Vashtan woman gave way to slumber.
~
“Do you know anything about Vashtan clans?” Valanna said when her companion awoke.
Kulara put her hand to her head. “My head still hurts, and I remember nothing after we had something to eat. Did you say Vashtan?”
“She laid a sleep spell on you and took your place while I listened to the music with my eyes closed. Her name is Derit, and she’s of the Blue Swan clan.” Valanna shrugged, but then rubbed her arms. “Scary woman. She said she wasn’t an enemy, but her enemies, the Yellow Foxes, are our enemies. I suppose that makes us allies of a sort.”
“No threats?”
Valanna shook her head. “She will contact us. If you see a Vashtan wearing blue and white, it will be her. I wonder if we can trust her?”
“How did she leave?”
Valanna closed her eyes, trying to remember the woman’s pose. “She made a pose and disappeared. The patrons were too boisterous to notice, but I did. The pose was a leaning form.” Valanna tried to imitate it, but she didn’t recall hearing the power word. The entire encounter gave me chills.”
“Then we let her approach us. Even if she is an ally, the woman might not want to risk talking to us in such a public place.”
“I suppose so,” Valanna said. She realized that they didn’t have much of a choice in the matter until the woman showed up again. If she could teleport like Trak saw the Vashtans do in Santasia, she could keep pace with their flyer well enough. 
Kulara left Valanna to wash-up, so after she had folded the bedding, Valanna sat down with her hands clasped around her legs, wondering what this Derit had in mind. Ever since the Santasian civil war, the Vashtans had been an evil race in her mind. She thought them as one united people, but Derit had challenged that perception. Were there evil and more evil Vashtans? Could there be a decent faction of Vashtans? Valanna realized that her impression had been too simplistic, and she might have to adjust her attitude after Derit met with them. She must have had some purpose to contact them. 
How had they tracked her into the Arid Lands when she successfully escaped the net the Vashtans had laid throughout Pestle? She would demand Derit answer those questions.
Kulara returned, and soon the pair of them trudged into the hills surrounding the oasis towards their flyer. At least Valanna didn’t have to go through the dust bath this time. They reached their flyer, which looked undisturbed. Both of them expected Derit to show up, and Valanna couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed that the Vashtan woman didn’t appear. 
They had stowed the camouflage cover away and put their bags in the front compartment, ready to take off, when Derit appeared on the flyer wearing a blue and white travel cloak. Her backpack appeared to be very full.
“Are you joining us?” Kulara said, putting her hands on her hips. “If you do, promise me you won’t put me to sleep, and I will promise not to do the same to you.” She looked angrily into the Vashtan’s black eyes. 
The woman pushed back her hood to reveal straight black hair.
“Dyed like mine,” Valanna said. The Vashtan looked less intimidating with hair the color of Kulara’s people.
Derit nodded while Valanna looked at her face. She thought the Vashtans all looked alike, but once she got past the eyes and the honey-colored skin covered with freckles, she could see that Derit's features were different from the magicians they had killed in Santasia. Actually, she would look rather attractive to a man, in Valanna’s opinion…nearly beautiful, if it wasn’t for yellow teeth and black eyes.
“If you are going to accompany us,” Kulara said, “let’s have a discussion first.”
“I would be happy to. You are?”
“Kulara, second wife of Prince Asem Ferez. I am a magician of some power on a mission for my King.”
“Asem Ferez…” the woman said. Valanna could see thoughts turning around in her head. “I hadn’t been told about your role.”
“Who did you talk to?” Valanna said. There would be a lot of information that she would need before she would be tempted to trust Derit, but other than killing the woman, something that Valanna wasn’t prepared to do, they had little choice but to hear the woman out.
“You know Mr. Snively of Pestledown?” Derit looked at Valanna.
“I do.”
“He sympathizes with our cause.”
Kulara put her hand on her hips. “Just what is your cause?”
“We don’t want Vashta to become an imperial power.”
Valanna couldn’t keep her mouth closed. “It’s been trying hard, though, hasn’t it?”
“There are clans that have. The Blue Swans and others have had enough. If the fighting comes to our continent, many of my people will die.”
“And they won’t elsewhere?” Kulara said.
“Others have played behind the scenes.” Derit's eyes flashed to Valanna. “You have seen my countrymen in Santasia. We can die like anyone else. The Yellow Fox clan has visions of world domination without understanding the peril they put us in.”
“Slavery? Domination? That kind of thinking leads to misery. Are people miserable in Vashta?” Valanna said.
Derit lowered her face. “They are, in some of the countries.” She lifted her chin. “But we want that to change.”
“A counter-revolution? Won’t innocents die if that happens as well?” Valanna said.
“Less people. I can’t hope for a good outcome, just bad and worse. I will help you as I can. We know you have information about the Vashtan puppets among your people—“
Valanna snorted. “What do you think we should do with that information?”
“What you intended,” Derit said. 
“And what is that?” Valanna put her hands on her hips waiting for the Vashtan to answer.
Derit looked at Valanna, and then at Kulara. “Destroy them before they destroy King Marom and all of Warish.”
“Pestle would quickly fall, should that happen,” Kulara said to Valanna.
Derit nodded. “It would, and that is what they intend. I am here to help you stop that, although we still may be too late.”
Valanna narrowed her eyes. “How did you find us?”
 “Snively said you would return to Balbaam. I arrived and waited for you. He has a few contacts in the palace, enough to know that you came back and would use a flyer to reach the Arid Lands. I waited a few days at the same oasis where you spent your first night. I followed you here on foot. I nearly didn’t recognize you with the dark hair.” Derit shrugged. “I could have gone to where Asem Ferez’s first wife lives and found you in that village, but that would complicate things. There is at least one Yellow Fox living there.”
Valanna wondered what kind of price she could ask Derit for the privilege of traveling with them. She thought of just the thing. “We will let you come with us if you show me the teleport spell.”
Derit's eyes widened just a bit. “It is supposed to be a secret.” She tapped a finger on her lips for a moment. “Riotro, your Black Master, knows it, so I suppose it is only fair to let you know.”
“The Yellow Foxes taught him?”
Derit nodded. “It is simple enough. You bend forward in a pose, and say ‘hargoti.’ You must think of your landing place first. Either a distance, with a direction or a certain place.”
“The Vashtans could teleport roughly three leagues, Trak says.”
“Trak? Trak Bluntwithe?” Derit said.
“You know of him?”
Derit smiled. “If he were here I would hug him and kiss him on the lips.” The woman gave Valanna a genuine smile. So the Vashtans could feel positive emotions. “He is a hero among us,” Derit continued.
Valanna didn’t know if she should tell the woman that Valanna killed Vashtans as well.
“Valanna might have an objection to that,” Kulara said. “Trak and she have a…history.”
“Forgive me if you are in a relationship. I respect him. Your question? Three leagues if magicians join forces. One has to be strong to make the pose work at all. I can’t even go a full league on my own.”
“Show me that pose again,” Valanna said. She would certainly be adding this one to Trak’s portfolio.
~
Valanna took the flyer down outside of a Ferez encampment. 
“Asem’s wife is just ahead,” Kulara said. “I can’t teleport any farther than Derit can, but you can easily outdistance both of us.”
Valanna could hear the dejection in her voice. 
“But you can teleport,” Derit said. “I generally teleport only short distances, anyway. A few hundred paces are more than enough. If you are going to escape from someone, you have to make sure no one is touching you, or they will come with you. The more you use the pose, one pose after another, your power declines, and the less distance you can move.”
“I remember,” Kulara said, her voice nearly a grumble.
“Let’s get our visit to Rumanna over first,” Valanna said. She had never met Asem’s first wife and really didn’t want to, but Asem wanted both of them to visit his wife and any of his children. He had four, the youngest being a girl of fourteen.
They had decided to leave Derit behind to guard the flyer until they had gained enough information on the whereabouts of the traitors. Since Derit could teleport, they didn’t think the woman would want to burden herself with their contraption if she decided to flee.
“No dust bath, Kulara? We can tell them we changed our clothes before we entered their village.”
“Out of respect?” Kulara said.
Valanna giggle just a bit. “Out of deep respect.”
Kulara snorted. “Let’s just hope Rumanna doesn’t pull a knife on us or order one of my stepsons to attack us.”
A guard slipped out from the concealment of a few bushes growing on a little hill. “No one enters a Ferezan encampment without permission.”
“Even Prince Asem’s second wife?”
The guard looked a little closer look. “It is you, Kulara. It has been a while.”
“Indeed it has, Parazan Ferez. Does Rumanna still travel with this village?”
The guard smiled and bowed to Kulara. “She does.” 
Valanna noticed a strange look in the guard’s eyes. “I counsel caution when you visit. She is a woman who never forgets,” he said.
Kulara’s visage sharpened. “Neither do I,” she said. “Where is her tent?”
“She has a yellow silk door and insists on putting her tent up in the middle of camp.”
Parazan bowed deeply to Kulara and eyed Valanna as he let them pass.
Once the pair had entered the camp, Kulara led them between the tents in a random way. “I don’t trust Parazan,” Kulara said. “He never did like my husband, so I can’t quite believe him.”
“You don’t think she is in the tent with the yellow door?”
Kulara’s eyes shone with anger in the dark. “No, but I’m sure her tent is close to the center. It always is.” Voices were heard coming.
“They should have come along here.” Valanna recognized that as Parazan. 
“Should we leave?”
More voices seemed to surround them. Valanna crouched down in a teleport spell and took them back to the flyer.
“Run into trouble?” Derit said from the flyer. She had lain down with a cloth over her face. The Vashtan sat up and put the hood over her head. “If I let the sun bake my face, the freckles only get worse.”
Valanna had to grin at the woman’s vanity. It made her seem even more like a human than a nameless enemy.
“We were about to be captured by guards,” Kulara said. “Let’s go up thirty stories and see what is happening in the village.”
Valanna took them up in the air and glided towards the Ferezan encampment. She counted forty tents. On the other side from where Kulara and Valanna entered, shepherds tended flocks of thin cows, sheep, and goats. 
Kulara leaned over with Valanna to look at the action. Valanna realized that if they could have glass to screen out the wind, then they could also have glass installed in the floor to look down. Men clustered around a woman wearing a red scarf wrapped around her head.
“That is Rumanna, and from the arrangement of everyone, I would say that she is definitely in charge,” Kulara said
Derit crept to the other side of the flyer and joined in the observance. “I see a Vashtan; he is underneath that dark hood.” 
“I do, too. That means Rumanna must be a traitor, as well,” Valanna said.
Kulara turned red with anger. Her eyes narrowed, and her lips formed into a snarl. “I should kill her.” She shook a fist at the assemblage below.
“Asem might not forgive you,” Valanna said. 
“He might only because I wouldn’t have given him the opportunity to do it.”
Derit stood up, holding onto the rim of the glass front. “We don’t have to float up here, do we? I’m still not used to this, especially since we aren’t moving.”
Valanna took them back to their original hiding place. Since they had teleported to the village, the warriors wouldn’t have a way of tracking them. She set the flyer down and treated herself to a long drink of water. The other two followed her example.
“Tonight, let’s capture Rumanna and put her under a truth spell,” Valanna said. “Then when we’re done, we will do what we have to.” She slammed her palm on the cork of the waterskin.
“You’ll have to do the questioning,” Kulara said. “I’ll only end up choking her.”
“Derit, if I know where her tent is, can I teleport inside?”
The Vashtan nodded during a drink of water. “You should. You’ll be close, anyway. The spell won’t let you appear where you will become part of the tent, if that is what you mean.”
“I mean I don’t want to show up in front of armed guards.”
“Take me with you. I’ll be ready to put them to sleep,” Kulara said.
Derit looked at both of them. “I can do the teleporting, if you’re worried. I’m more concerned about the Vashtan in the village. What if he is in Rumanna’s tent?”
“I can put him to sleep as well,” Kulara said with a grim smile.
Valanna gripped Kulara’s hand. “Strike a shield pose before we go.”
“We only have to wait until nightfall,” Derit said, grinning. 
These two women seemed excited about literally appearing from nowhere in the middle of an enemy camp. Valanna didn’t know what else they could do and just forced a smile at their enthusiasm.
~
The lamp, with its single flame, didn’t quite reach all the way to the inside corners of the tent when the three women appeared. Kulara kept her shield pose ready while Derit straightened up from teleporting them into Rumanna’s tent. The dim light showed the forms of four sleepers. 
Kulara silently bent over the figure of one of them. As she formed a truth pose, two Vashtan magicians appeared in the tent. Valanna was ready with a shield pose and used it to push them into the sloping side of the tent. Derit threw a fireball, which hit one of the magicians. The other managed a teleport pose and took both Vashtans out of the tent.
Shouts rang outside as Kulara pulled a struggling Rumanna out of her bedclothes. “We leave now!” she said. They all held onto each other, two of them clutching the struggling Rumanna, while Derit went into the crouched pose, and teleported them out of the camp.
Teleporting four people at once seemed to limit Derit's range, so Valanna quickly posed and brought them all to the flyer. 
“We go up,” she said, realizing that no one would be able to see them in the moonless night.
Kulara took them up thirty stories. 
Derit applied the truth spell to Rumanna, since Kulara’s attempt had been interrupted by the Vashtans.
Kulara rolled up the sleeves of her desert robe and put her hands on her hips. “Now we will get to the bottom of the rebellion.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-One
~
TRUST REMAINED AN ISSUE AS TRAK LOOKED INTO JOJO’S EYES. The man relaxed as if nothing had happened.
“What did you intend for us?” Tembul said. “I can see you might be playing us straight or leading us to our destruction, but if that is so, why have you saved us and put your cousin at risk?" 
Trak looked at Mori, who had put her hand to her mouth, the alarm plain on the woman’s face. It might have been an act, nothing more. He stood up and struck a pose. 
Tembul rose from inspecting the still form of Nashi. “Let’s stop the theatrics, shall we? Nashi is drugged, but not dead.”
Trak wondered what kind of drama they were embroiled in. He noticed Tembul clenching his fists. 
“You are my creatures,” Jojo said, looking at Trak and Tembul.
Trak clenched his jaw and said through his teeth, “Not if we don’t wish to be. I know you have provided for our freedom, but now is the time for you to be honest with us as to its cost.”
Jojo pursed his lips. “I suppose you aren’t quite my servants, are you?”
“No, we are not,” Sirul said, “but that doesn’t keep us from working together, does it? You want something that you haven’t shared with us. You already know why we are here. Why don’t you let us know what is really going on, so we don’t feel like you’ve betrayed us or that we are tempted into doing something that won’t work in our mutual favor.” He had a hard time getting the words out in Benninese, but Tembul patted Sirul on the back after his little speech in Benninese.
“I agree with Sirul,” Trak said. Actually he was quite proud that Sirul said his piece so eloquently.
“As do I.” Tembul sat back down. “It is up to you, Jojo, and you, Mori.”
When Tembul included Jojo’s cousin, she walked in and stood behind Jojo.
“Very well,” Mori said. “Tell me what you are building in my stable.”
“A flyer,” Trak said. “We know how to lift something up into the air, and we use a wind spell to propel the flyer in the direction we want to go. We put flyers to good use in the Santasian civil war, so it’s not exactly a secret.”
Jojo smiled. “Interesting. How fast do they go?”
“That depends on the power of the magician’s wind pose. A magician with a good command of wind can go an hour or two in a straight line at about six to ten leagues an hour. A lesser magician can’t go as fast or as far. We had very competent wind magicians in Santasia. Some could fly for half a day. What might take a horse rider a week might take a day or two on a flyer,” Tembul said.
“You are a good magician?”
“With wind? Not bad, but I am not particularly adept at other poses. We had a very strong female magician with us.”
“And you, Trak?”
“I hold my own.”
Jojo nodded his head knowingly. “So you spirit the Toryan princess out of Beniko Castle and take her swiftly to Homika to sail back to Torya? Any pursuit would be days or weeks behind. You realize that you might not be able to beat a message bird.”
“I do, but that’s the plan,” Trak said. “Are you going to let us do it?”
“Of course,” Jojo said. “But—”
“Here comes the price,” Sirul said.
Jojo glared at Sirul. “Very well, my price. I need the Vashtans neutralized.”
 “I am nobody’s assassin,” Trak said. 
“Did I say you needed to kill them?” Jojo said.
Tembul reached out and grabbed Jojo’s arm. “How else do you stop magicians?”
“That is up to you three. I will try to find out where they live in the castle. I really don’t care about your princess. She has no value to me so, as far as I am concerned, you are free to return her to your country.” Jojo quickly got up and stood over Nashi, shaking his head. “This person is not a friend of yours, nor of mine, now. Cease to use him. He deceived the both of us. Don’t worry any further about betrayal.” He left without another word.
Mori sat down on a cushion. The others never had a chance to rise when Jojo left. “I am sorry I tried to fool you about Nashi. I wouldn’t kill someone and Jojo knows that. If you would just take him out into the stable yard, Nashi will know what to do when he awakens.”
Tembul shifted his jaw in thought. “Won’t he expose us?”
Mori shook her head. “He knows Jomio would kill him for real if he did that. I am sure my cousin didn’t know about the false plans. I can read him well enough, even if you three can’t.” She shook her head. “I’m just sick of his maneuvering. I made a life in Beniko without him, and now he demands me to act instantly as he demands.”
“You can always say ‘no’,” Tembul said.
Mori glared at him. “Jojo is not an easy man to cross. My work has depended on flexibly administered laws, and if Jojo comes to power, my efforts might have to come to a halt.”
“Your efforts are not all legal, is that it?” Tembul said. The tone of his voice was nearly accusatory. 
Trak ground his teeth. Of course, the house and the privacy of the stableyard indicated activities that might be on the shady side of the law.  Even he could see that, but Tembul had to apply an insult when they still needed Mori’s help.
She gave the Toryan a dirty look. Trak took that for yes.
“Why doesn’t he kill the Vashtans himself? He is a strong magician,” Trak said.
Mori looked down at the sword, still on the table. “He would rather use his intelligence. In his point of view, swords and magic are just novelties, mostly, but I think he is truly afraid of the Vashtans. It gets right down to the fact that Jojo doesn’t really know that many poses.”
That made a lot of sense to Trak. “He doesn’t care how we do it, just so we get the Vashtans out of the way, so he can retake power in Bennin on his own.”
She nodded. “I think you have it right. But he is playing too much in the dark, which is usual for him. Nashi has been exposed, but don’t doubt that Jojo has many others who will follow him once the Vashtans are removed from the castle.”
Tembul raised his hand slightly. “Why didn’t you kill Nashi?”
“Agree with Jojo or not, he knows Nashi intimately and would rather have someone he knows and can predict on the other side than someone he doesn’t, especially when dealing with enemies as alien as the Vashtans.”
“So it still gets down to how do we stop the Vashtans?” Trak said. 
“It does, doesn’t it?” Mori said and raised her hand and put it on her chest. “That is something for you to solve; it is far beyond me.”
Tembul stood, muttered an apology, and helped Mori rise from the low couch, and then he watched her leave the room.
“There are methods, but none are perfect,” Tembul said. “Death is the easiest and most sure, but as you said, we aren’t assassins.” 
Trak knew that Tembul would never kill out of hand, but their mission to retrieve the princess would save lives if they succeeded. What was the relative worth of a few magicians actively plotting around the world to upset governments at the cost of thousands of lives? Trak could easily see Tembul killing the Vashtans to save Torya, if he saw the situation that way.
“I don’t think of it as assassination,” Sirul said. “Those Vashtans were enemies in Santasia, and they are enemies here. It’s not like we would be killing them for money.” 
Trak played with his new sword. He observed the blade as he pulled it out a few inches and then slid it back into the scabbard. Trak wondered if his expression betrayed the moral argument going on in his head. Jojo’s expectation still seemed like an order to assassinate the Vashtans, and it didn’t sit well with Trak. Sirul said it the best; the Vashtans were enemies that needed to be taken out.
He began to play with the sword again. Trak liked the feel of the hilt and the blade. The scabbard didn’t match the sword’s quality, but it served its purpose well enough. Would he be able to use the weapon against the Vashtans as he had against Riotro? He could. The Vashtans weren’t superhuman, Trak knew that first hand, and now that he could teleport, they didn’t have any advantage over him. However, in any conflict with the Vashtans, how could he keep them from teleporting?
He snorted. Trak realized that, in his mind, he had accepted Jojo’s offer. The mission required it, or he could just abduct the princess and ignore the Vashtans. As he mulled it over, he realized that a betrayal was just as distasteful. Did he hate the Vashtans? They seemed foreign and utterly alien, but did that mean the entire race was irredeemable? No, but those influencing the Emperor and the bureaucracy probably were.
He knew his decision was a rationalization, but he would eliminate the Vashtans from Bennin, one way or another, not to pay Jojo back, but because the Vashtan threat needed to be eliminated everywhere it popped up. In fact, the chances were probably very good that there were Vashtans now pulling strings in the capital of the Western Toryans.
“All right. I know how you two feel, and I will go along with fighting the Vashtans before we leave with the princess,” Trak said, looking directly at Tembul, who seemed to instantly relax. “That doesn’t mean I trust Jojo fully, but Vashtans are not an influence for good anywhere, as far as I can tell.”
“That is the proper decision, from my point of view,” Tembul said nodding, “and I can’t see you regretting it. Our path is filled with danger, no matter what we do.”
“I know that,” Trak said, gripping the scabbard. He lifted the sword horizontally towards Tembul. “We will fight with magic, swords, even our teeth if we need to. I suggest that we spend the rest of the night thinking about ways we can stop the Vashtans, other than cutting off their arms and legs, that is.” He stalked up the stairs.
The meeting with Jojo hadn’t gone as expected. If they had a true falling out with Jojo, Mori would have kicked them out of her house, and they would have been forced to obey. Trak didn’t think they would be able to survive for long on Beniko’s streets.
He laid the sword down and sat on the bed with this head in his hands. The adventure to Bennin hadn’t turned out the way he expected, and he expected that there were more disappointments to come. Lenis remained at large, causing mischief. Trak wondered if the Vashtans had worked their magic on him? The worry spell might come in handy; in fact, casting the worry spell on the Vashtans and their minions might be a first step. He went to his window and looked down at the stable yard and at Nashi’s still form. If Jojo could cast his former close associate aside, perhaps the man might provide them with badly-needed information.
Trak heard someone climbing the stairs and met Sirul in the hallway.
“I need you to help me move Nashi to the basement.”
Sirul furrowed his brow. “Why?”
“What do you do with captured prisoners?”
Sirul’s confused look brightened. “You question them. Good idea!” 
They both descended. Mori had already retired, and Trak hoped that she wouldn’t notice them carrying Nashi down into the basement. Sirul tied the man up, propping him against the wall, and then Trak applied a gag. Trak checked his bonds and used a touch of his poseless magic to shrink the bonds slightly. The man seemed secure enough, so they returned all the way up to their rooms on the third floor. 
Tembul stuck his head out of the door to the bedroom he shared with Sirul.
“Nashi’s status has changed,” Trak said. “He is our prisoner and we will interrogate him in the morning. Do you have any objections?”
Tembul smiled and shook his head. “My only objection is that you didn’t give me a chance to think of it.”
~
When Nashi woke up late the next morning, he flinched when he realized that Trak and the Toryans surrounded him on the dirt floor of Mori’s basement. “What are you doing?” he said. Sweat began to bead on his forehead. 
“You are our prisoner,” Sirul said. He looked at Trak, who nodded his head. Sirul poured a bucket of water over Nashi’s head. “We have questions to ask.”
“You get Jojo. He will tell you what you want to know,” Nashi said with desperation coloring his voice.
Tembul formed a pose and said the power word that stopped Nashi’s outburst. He leaned over, hands on knees, peering at a dripping Nashi, sitting in a now-muddy corner of Mori’s basement. “You have information that we need to fulfill our mission.” Tembul had warned Trak not to say anything that he didn’t want Nashi to know. The man would remember everything he said while under the truth spell.
Trak sat on one of the rickety chairs that Mori had thrown in her basement. He leaned towards Nashi. 
“Why did you give us the altered plans for the castle?”
Nashi’s eyes widened as he struggled against the spell. “I—I was told to give them to you.”
“Who told you?” Tembul asked.
“Lord Jomio told me.”
Sirul shot to his feet. “See? We should have never gotten involved with Jojo.”
Tembul pushed Sirul back down. “If we did that, we’d still have dirt under our fingernails while we pulled out iron ore for the prison camp.”
Trak chewed on his knuckle thinking of the next question. “Did he know the plans were changed?”
Nashi’s head trembled just a bit. “No.”
Trak looked at Tembul who nodded back. “Who gave you the plans that came to us?”
“I already told you, Lord Manoka.”
“What was Jojo’s intent when he spoke to Lenis, the Toryan, and Paka, known to you as Hokomo?” Tembul asked.
“We wanted to know what you three meant to the Toryan Princess, so we could get you to kill the Vashtans.”
So far everything Nashi said backed up Jojo’s claims. Trak didn’t like the fact that Nashi knew how to fashion the truth under the compulsion spell, since he hadn’t actually lied, but they would have to be leery of any information Nashi gave them.
“Where are the Vashtans?”
“In the castle, under guard.”
How could that be? Tembul put his hand on Trak’s shoulder, silencing Trak’s next question. “Who has them under guard, Jojo’s enemies?”
Nashi nodded. 
“Why?” Trak said.
“No one trusts the Vashtans. Rumors are that Vashtans have promised riches and power when their magician army arrives from Vashta. Vashtans advise the Bureaucracy still, but Vashtans are under guard.”
“Where is the Toryan princess?”
A ghost of a smile slid across Nashi’s face and disappeared. “There is a Toryan woman in the dungeons. She is treated well.”
So, now they knew the Toryan princess was a captive and not a servant or a mistress inside the castle. Trak could find the woman now. He wouldn’t even have to go to the top two floors.
“Where exactly are all of the Vashtans?”
Nashi shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“How are they guarded?”
“I don’t know.”
Trak couldn’t get anything more specific out of Nashi. “I guess we can let him go,” he said.
Tembul and Sirul agreed. Trak loosened Nashi’s bonds with magic. “Get out of here,” he said with as much menace as he could muster in his voice. The man ran up the stairs leaving muddy footprints. They could hear the front door slide shut with a bang. 
“What did you do? My floors are a mess!” Mori said, calling down from the main floor.
“Sirul will clean it up,” Tembul said, making Trak laugh.
~
After buying one of the ubiquitous thin cloaks, this one in black, and a bolt of black cloth, Trak wandered around the market with his hood pulled down. Nashi and Jojo had been able to identify him, so he had bought some leather paste Mori had suggested that would darken his skin. 
While he walked through the stalls of various goods, Trak still wondered how the Benninese had ‘caught’ the Vashtans. He didn’t really understand how the Vashtans could exercise influence while under guard or, indeed, how their Benninese captors could keep them from teleporting away. Trak looked around the market and noticed enough men trying not to be noticed as they mingled in the crowds that he guessed that Jojo could say the same thing about him. The definition of what guarded meant, might have been loosely interpreted by Nashi. In fact, he was nearly certain that Nashi had answered the questions skillfully enough to intentionally mislead them.
He’d have to wait for the middle of the night to get back in the palace. This time he’d have to subdue a guard to find out where the Vashtans really were. Trak doubted they would be in the dungeons if their captors sought to work with them in the future, but he needed to locate the princess, if he could.
No one accosted him while he threaded his way through Beniko. When he reached a deserted alley, he teleported to his bedroom in Mori’s house and reclined on his bed to get some sleep. Tembul and Sirul poked their heads in from time to time, eventually waking Trak from his fitful slumber. He rose for the evening meal and spent a few minutes checking on his knife and sword. He got out the black cloth and cut it into long strips, which he wound around the scabbards. 
Tembul joined him with a pot of glue, and they brushed the glue over the black cloth. “You came up with a good idea. Not only will your scabbard be dark, but it won’t reflect any light like the metal sheathing would.”
Trak nodded. “Plus it will make less noise if it hits something.” Trak hoped he wouldn’t have to use his weapons. If he did that would indicate a kind of failure on his part. He set the weapons aside. The glue would dry thoroughly by the time he had to leave.
After more sporadic sleeping, he checked in with Tembul and teleported to the castle.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Two
~
“I DON’T CARE IF YOU REMEMBER THIS OR NOT,” Kulara said as she slapped Rumanna. 
The woman’s face snapped back. “How can you do this to me? I am the mother to Asem’s children.”
“The youngest of which is just old enough to bear children of her own,” Kulara said. Valanna nearly shrunk back from the ferocity in Kulara’s voice.
Rumanna’s face transformed from frightened to angry. “And what have you done other than lie with my husband? You are no better than a harlot!”
Kulara grabbed Rumanna’s hair as the pair of them began to curse each other and roll around the flyer, making it tilt this way and that until Valanna put them both to sleep. 
“I didn’t know if one of these flyers can tip over, but those two gave it a good try. Now we’ll have to tie them both up,” Derit said.
“Kulara remains bound until she can control herself,” Valanna said. She had seen Kulara livid before, but never had the woman acted so violently. “It is no wonder that Kulara spends her time in Balbaam.”
Derit giggled. “It’s almost funny how angry they were at each other. It reminds me of fighting with my mother at home.”
A feeling of amazement overcame Valanna. People acted in much the same way all around the world, and yet some played their parts as utterly evil human beings. 
“What is home like in Vashta?”
The Vashtan grinned and shrugged. She looked less imposing that way. “I suppose much the same as here in Warish. People have families, they work, they laugh, they cry, and some do things that aren’t as nice to their fellows as others. We gripe about the governments in Vashtan countries as well.”
“Vashtan countries?”
“There are four countries on the continent of Vashta. Each one has a concentration of a different tribe. I’m from Burami, the smallest. Most of us are members of the Blue Swan clan. Actually, now they are more like factions than clans. The Yellow Fox clan rules Zachma, the biggest country, but poorest. Their leaders are behind the bid to take over the world.”
Derit's description of her continent reminded Valanna that she had heard of the four Vashtan countries, Zachma, Ytibia, Vashta and Derit's home country, Burami, but that was all Valanna had ever learned from Misson Dalistro. Derit's eyes began to droop, and soon all of the women were asleep far above the ground.
Their slumber ended as Rumanna began to stir. “Take these ropes off me!”
Valanna threatened to pose and Rumanna’s complaints ceased, but the angry expression on her face didn’t, so Valanna threw a truth spell on the woman. “You will also answer the questions of Derit, this woman,” Valanna pointed to the Vashtan, “and Kulara when she wakes up.”
“I know about truth spells, you won’t get anything useful out of me.”
Valanna looked at Derit and shrugged her shoulders. “Have you used truth spells before?”
Derit nodded. 
“I am better than either of you,” Kulara said, shaking her head. “Untie me. I promise I will behave.”
“If you don’t, either of us will put you to sleep. Did you even notice how the flyer wobbled while you two went at it?” Valanna said.
Kulara nodded. “You did the right thing. One of us would have killed the other.” She let out a deep sigh. “I’ve calmed down.”
“Stay cool, then.” Valanna bent over and untied Kulara’s bonds.
“What about me?” Rumanna said.
“Do you want them tighter?” Kulara snarled at Asem’s first wife.
“No,” Rumanna said and then laughed. “I’m still under the truth spell.” 
She continued to laugh until Kulara held Rumanna’s chin. “Are Vashtans visiting the village?”
Rumanna shook her head, but said, “Yes.”
“Are you planning anything?”
Rumanna smiled and looked confidently at Kulara. At least Valanna could easily tell when Rumanna felt in control. “Yes, I’m always planning something.”
“Do you love your husband?” Derit said.
The smile disappeared. “No.”
“Why?” Valanna said.
“Her.” She nodded her head towards Kulara. “She stole him from me.”
Kulara stood up and nudged Rumanna in the ribs with her foot. “She thinks I stole her, but she pushed Asem out. I know the truth of that.” She looked down at Rumanna. “Are you planning to have someone depose King Marom or kill him?”
Rumanna screwed up her face. She pursed her lips and closed her eyes. 
“You must answer, you know that?”
“I do,” she said. Beads of sweat began to form on her forehead. Rumanna’s fear meant they were getting close.
“Again, are you planning with others to have someone depose King Marom or kill him?”
“I am!” Rumanna shouted, her face distorted with anger.
“With my countrymen, other Vashtans?”
“Yes,” she hissed. Rumanna began to struggle and rolled, despite her bonds, to the edge of the flyer where none of the woman stood. 
Derit rushed to stop her, but Rumanna managed to wiggle over the edge and fell off the flyer. All three women ran to the side and held onto the railing when the flyer began to wobble. Just as it stabilized, they looked over to see Rumanna’s body hit the ground far below.
Kulara wailed while Valanna and Derit stood in shock, unable to keep their eyes from the grisly scene.
Valanna blinked her eyes and still looked down in horror. She took the flyer down beside Rumanna’s body.
“She had no chance,” Valanna said.
Kulara’s crying had turned into sobs. “She would still be alive…” She lost control again.
“She would still be alive if she were a good wife and loyal subject to your King,” Derit said. “The only reason she took her own life was to protect those in the conspiracy to take over Warish.” She knelt beside Rumanna’s broken body and began to go through her clothes. “You realize that if Marom dies, your husband will very likely join him in death?”
Valanna couldn’t believe the callousness of the Vashtan. She thought she had seen humanity in the woman, and now this. She took Derit's hand to stop her.
“No, Valanna.” Kulara said, her hands on the railing of the flyer. “We must protect Asem and his cousin. Derit is doing what needs to be done, then we can wrap her body up and take it close to the village.”
“What about her children—now, your children? Will you leave them without a mother?” Valanna could feel her emotions swirl up and cloud her mind. “What will you do?” She held her arms out towards her friend.
“Death happens enough in the Arid Lands,” Kulara said, through diminishing sobs. “The village will take care of them until Asem decides what is best. The boys are old enough to go on their own, as well as the oldest daughter. The fourteen-year-old girl will be taken care of, well enough. It is the Ferezan way. Asem might even bring her to Balbaam.”
Valanna fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. What would Asem say? The expected tears did not come. She took a deep, shuddering breath and stood up, her emotions spent in a way she had never experienced. Valanna filled her lungs again with the cool night air. Derit stood. “Did you find anything?” 
Derit held up a crumpled paper and an amulet of some kind. “We must leave! The Vashtan magicians can hone in on this. Quickly, up in the air!" She tucked the token back into Rumanna’s dress and then jumped to her feet. Valanna stood rooted to the ground until Derit grabbed Valanna’s arm and half dragged her to the flyer. Kulara posed, and they soon hovered above the scene, thirty stories up. 
Valanna collapsed, and finally tears began to stream down her face. “I’ve seen death before, but…” She shook her head and surrendered to her emotions. “What is happening to me?”
Kulara knelt by her side. “It’s everything, Valanna. Just take your time. I am feeling much the same as you. It’s nearly more than I can bear. I never ever really hated Rumanna or the children she bore for Asem.” She put her arms around Valanna and began to cry as well. “I didn’t want her to end this way, despite my hatred.”
“Quiet!” Derit said. Valanna jerked at the harshness in her command. “They have appeared.”
The shock of others at the scene of Rumanna’s death shook Valanna out of her shell. She peered over the edge of the flyer, hand over her mouth, and could see black Vashtan cloaks below. Only Vashtans could have found Rumanna so quickly and teleported to her side.
Fear prompted Valanna to act, and she stood in the middle of the flyer and whisked them to the west, away from Rumanna and away from the village she would never dare set foot in again.
Valanna took the flyer back down to two stories in height. “Can Vashtans teleport to a moving platform?” They nearly had during Valanna’s flight from Pestle.
Derit shook her head. “Only if it is in sight. Once we were out of view and moving, they wouldn’t be able to match our pace unless they could hone in on the amulet.”
“She could have been under a compulsion spell!” Valanna put her hand to her mouth. “I should know better!” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “You do have compulsion spells, Derit?”
The Vashtan nodded. “We were so anxious to get away that we let our emotions take over good thinking.”
“Perhaps that is why I am so sad,” Kulara said. She looked at Derit. “I’ve never felt so badly. That was too hard of a lesson to learn,” Kulara still sat on the floor of the flyer, shaking her head. “Too expensive.”
~
Kulara took them towards another Ferezan village. The villages constantly moved from spot to spot. They lowered the flyer and magically replenished their water supply walking distance away from the camp. They spread out the sheet they used to camouflage the flyer and used it to create a canopy over a portion of the bare ground around them. 
Valanna had never been so emotionally exhausted before. She thought about her breakdown the previous night and realized that Rumanna’s sudden death had triggered emotions that had been stifled in her for a long time. She thought of Trak and her escape from Pestle. She shook her head as her eyes began to water.  She took a lot of deep breaths and regained control after a sob or two. Kulara hadn’t seemed to recover from before. What was wrong with them? Valanna wondered. She looked at Kulara and said, “Worry.”
‘What?” Kulara looked up at Valanna. 
“Use worry on me, if you seem to recover quickly.” Valanna sat back against the edge of the flyer and closed her eyes. 
In a few moments, she heard Kulara say, “Worry." She popped her eyes open and looked around for Derit. 
“I was under a spell, and you were, too.” Valanna looked out at the bushes that surrounded them. “Derit must have made us feel worse than we should have.”
The Vashtan had taken her time getting back, but the bushes began to move at Valanna’s left, signaling Derit's return. “I feel remarkably better at controlling my emotions. I’m going to take a little walk myself.” Valanna nodded to Kulara and left them. 
Once out of sight, she found Derit's tracks and followed them behind a small hill. The tracks of three others joined Derit’s. The Vashtan’s companions had teleported in and teleported out. Valanna verified that there were four different sets of prints. But Derit could have put her to sleep when Rumanna and Kulara were tied up. Could Derit be one of the Vashtans who had ensorcelled Rumanna? It didn’t make any sense.
On her way back to camp, Valanna still felt badly about Rumanna’s death, but the depths of despair that had caused her to break down had disappeared. Valanna realized how delicately Derit had administered some kind of a depression spell. She still didn’t understand why the woman would do such a thing if she were an ally. Kulara and she might have to put Derit out in order to bind and interrogate her. This time they would certainly employ the worry spell on Derit.
She returned to camp. Derit watched while Kulara drew water up from the desert soil. Valanna stood at the back of Derit and said, “Worry.” She had to rush forward to catch Derit as she fell forward.
Kulara looked up with a crooked smile. “You beat me to it,” she said. “I’ve never seen a sorrow spell before and have no idea why Derit would administer such a thing on us.”
Valanna put Derit gently on the ground. “She must be right about the Vashtan’s having factions. She met three of her friends while out in what passes for bushes around here,” Valanna said. “I can’t see Derit allied with those who controlled Rumanna. Her actions…” Valanna shook her head. “We didn’t even read the note that you took from her.”
Kulara’s eyebrows shot up. “I forgot about that.”
“In your grief,” Valanna said. 
“Our grief.” Kulara pulled the crumpled note from her dress and then looked at Derit. “We should look for an amulet like Rumanna had.”
Valanna searched the Vashtan and found a coin purse that contained a similar location device. “Perhaps we should be aloft and do something with this,” she said holding up the amulet.
Kulara nodded. “Water first, and then you help me with Derit.”
~
“What have you done?” Derit said with alarm, struggling with her bonds when she finally woke up. 
Valanna and Kulara sat underneath the canopy not far from where they first set the flyer down. The amulet had been tossed out of the flyer leagues to the north from where they currently made camp. 
“How do you feel?” Valanna said. “I know I feel a lot better, and so does Kulara.”
Derit’s sallow skin colored with the revelation that her victims had caught her out. “You don’t understand.”
“Indeed we don’t. I think that is why you’re tied up, and we’re not,” Kulara said. “I nearly wanted to throw myself out of the flyer after we left Rumanna to your countrymen.”
“I wouldn’t have let you,” Derit said. Valanna detected a bit of a pout in her voice. 
“A small favor from the gods,” Kulara said. “You were under some kind of compulsion spell as well. I’m afraid you tell us the truth, or we will have to put you under a truth spell.”
“I will try to kill myself like Rumanna did, if you do.”
Valanna felt her expression harden. “You don’t have anywhere to fall. The spell that stripped you of your compulsion would have taken care of that spell, too.”
“It would?”
“You don’t have to ‘worry’ about it,” Kulara said. 
Valanna looked for any changes in the Vashtan’s demeanor, but couldn’t find a change. It looked like Derit had been relieved of magical influence. “Will you tell us the truth? What compulsions have you been put under, and for whom do you act?”
Derit looked from Valanna to Kulara. “You have something that eradicates compulsion spells?”
“All spells are deactivated,” Valanna said. She smiled and pointed at Derit. “You are now deactivated.”
The Vashtan looked relieved. “I hope it is true.”
“Try to say something that you think a spell would prohibit.” Kulara took Derit’s hand. “We really do want to be your friends.”
Looking away from them both, Derit said, “I, too, carry a location amulet.”
“False,” Valanna said. “You used to, but it is no longer in your coin purse. We are leagues away from where I dumped it in the desert.”
“Arid Lands,” Kulara corrected.
Valanna nodded. “Are you really a Blue Swan?”
“I spoke the truth. What you don’t know is that when you said ‘your countrymen’, you mean all Vashtans. We are not a united people. It is true that my people are against the Yellow Fox clan taking over the rest of the world. If they do that, we will be subjugated along with everyone else. We have rival spies.”
“Who worked with Riotro, the Black Master in Santasia?”
“Santasia? The Blue Swans don’t have spies in Cokasan, just the Pestlan and Bennin continents, that I know of.”
Kulara glared at the woman. “Why did you cloud our minds?”
“It was a mild compulsion to make you both more malleable to my suggestions.”
“And your friends?” Valanna said.
“Friends?” Derit colored even more.
“I tracked your walk in the bushes and found four sets of footprints. Only yours came in and out from where you met them. You have others with you. Why?”
Derit took a deep breath. “There are over twenty Vashtan magicians, mostly Yellow Fox, subverting the desert people. We are four, trying to stop them. We know who both of you are and know Prince Asem is loyal to the King, so we thought—“
“You thought right,” Kulara said. “Rather than working against each other towards the same end, we should join forces. Don’t you think that would be more effective? I’m a proficient magician, and Valanna is very strong. Why not use us without the force? Your spell probably cost my husband his first wife.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “I really don’t want it to cost him his second." Kulara sat back and looked at Valanna.
“I know we dropped your amulet far away, but do you have another way of fetching your friends? I think the six of us need to talk about what you know and how we should proceed.”
Derit’s eyes betrayed her surprise. “I can’t bring them here, but I can go to them. You would follow us?”
“I didn’t say that. Following and working together are different things,” Valanna said. “We must promise each other not to use any compulsion spells. I think you and your people know more compulsion spells than we do.”
“There are pose and word variations between all societies. You’ve probably already found that out,” Derit said. 
Valanna nodded. “Can we get an agreement?”
“We can, if you let me go. I know where they are.”
“Then take us with you,” Kulara said.
Derit looked a bit distressed. “I can’t do that. I don’t have the strength.”
“We can lend you ours, or do you forget that you’ve already told us that if we join together, we can go farther?”
“Very well. I will take you to a place close to where they are staying and will come and get you once I have warned them of your presence.”
That suited Valanna well enough. Kulara and she could shield themselves against magic after Derit left them. Valanna wondered if Derit would take the opportunity to flee, but the woman had already had plenty of chances.
After a hasty meal, the three women joined hands and Derit took four jumps to get to a clump of trees. Valanna had no idea where they were.
“Stay here. I won’t be long.”
Valanna looked at Kulara. “Do you know where we are?” 
“I know exactly where we are, not more than five hundred paces from our flyer. Derit took us around in a circle.”
“We should be prepared with shields,” Valanna said. Now they were prepared to meet Derit’s friends.
They waited longer than Valanna expected, but eventually four Vashtans appeared in front of them. She flinched when they arrived, not having seen anyone actually appear before. 
“You can lower your shields,” a tall Vashtan man said. 
Valanna noticed that none of these had the flat noses she had seen in Santasia. The Blue Swan clan must have different racial characteristics than their northern brothers and sisters. She relaxed, and then Kulara did the same. 
“We come in peace,” Kulara said.
“So Derit told us,” the man said. “I am Henrig of the Fourth Blue Swan Clan. This is Bestik and Canwog, also of the Fourth. Derit is of the First, if she hasn’t told you.”
“I am Valanna Almond from Balbaam, a Pestlan by birth. This is Kulara, Asem Ferez’s second wife.”
Henrig nodded his head. “So we know. Thank you for giving us your names. That is the polite thing to do in our society. Derit has told us of your desire to work together. We have discussed the matter and have come to agree with your conclusion. Come with us to our camp.”
Derit grabbed Kulara’s arm and Henrig took Valanna’s arm as they assumed the teleportation pose. After another breath, Valanna looked at a collection of tents cobbled together, leaning precariously this way and that.
“You aren’t of the Arid Lands, that is for sure,” Kulara said.. 
Henrig shrugged. “They serve their purpose, but I can easily see your point.” The man smiled for the first time. “Sit around our fire and let us talk.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Three
~
TRAK RETURNED TO THE DESERTED CORRIDOR he visited on his first jump to the castle. He decided to go up rather than down, hoping the guards would know more about the whereabouts of the princess. His soft leather boots made no sound on stone floors or on the carpet as he crept up the wide central stairway. 
He passed a mirror and couldn’t help but look at himself, using a spelled mage’s light to check his face. Tembul had said his darkened skin would pass a nighttime inspection, and indeed, it did to Trak. He pressed himself to the wall as a set of four guards walked past on another crossing corridor. The guards definitely didn’t wear soft boots, so he heard them long before they were close to him. 
He teleported to the base of another smaller set of stairs, and then crept up to the next floor. He hoped he could find a single guard, so he could put him to sleep after interrogation. He turned a corner and found a guard standing in front of a door. Trak scoured his brain, trying to remember what the plan said about the door, but then he shook his head when he realized that this door did not exist in the plans. Perhaps Nashi’s maps were pure fabrication. He would just ask the guard. 
Trak didn’t bother with a pose and visualized throwing the spell at the guard. He walked up. 
“Don’t worry! I am a friend.”
The guard nodded, but still looked a bit wary. 
“What is behind the door?”
“The Emperor’s pantry,” the guard said.
That made sense to Trak, since the kitchens were three levels below. “Is there anyone inside?”
The guard merely shook his head.
“I heard there were Vashtan magicians held in the castle. Are there? And where might they be?”
After furrowing his brow, the guard nodded. “There are Vashtans on the next floor.”
“Have you guarded their quarters?”
“No one guards them. They have promised to stay in their suite, or they will be sent to the dungeons.”
“Where is the Toryan woman?”
“There is one in the dungeons, I hear.”
Trak had listened to enough. “You may go to sleep now, but doze standing up,” he said, as he sent a sleeping spell at him.
The guard’s eyes closed as Trak leaned him against the wall. Trak tried the door, but found it locked. He visualized the door unlocking and to his surprise, he heard the clicks of the lock turning. He could get used to poseless magic. Trak opened the door and stepped inside. 
After creating a mage light, Trak inspected the larger-than-expected room. One side held wine and spirit bottles. A few ale kegs were set up on racks with spigots. The other side held shelves filled with bread, cheese, fruit, salted meat, and various ceramic containers. Trak opened a jar and found sweets. A sideboard held fine china, golden plates, goblets, and mugs ready to be served on a stack of silver and gold trays.
He looked back and discovered a key hanging by the inside of the door. Upon quick investigation, Trak found that someone designed the lock to be opened on both sides. Trak took the key and re-locked the door. He could now teleport out of the room.
Towards the back, Trak found a narrow archway that led to a set of narrow stairs leading upward. He slowly crept up the steps, and while he did, his sword kept silently banging against the wall, and that made Trak glad about the wrapping. A locked door halted his progress. It seemed the Emperor had a defensive mind, even when it came to his snacks.
He unlocked the door with his magic and noticed light leaking through a few decorative grills set into one side of the walls. Could that be the Emperor’s quarters? He stood close by one of the vents and tried to listen to a conversation carried out in low tones. Trak bent down to look through a vent.
Nashi, a Vashtan, an overdressed man with some odd kind of headpiece, who might have been the Emperor, and another Benninese in black and red silks sat at a low table. 
Why couldn’t he have learned a spell for listening? Trak smiled. He didn’t need spells anymore. He willed the magic around him to improve his hearing. He didn’t know quite what he did or how the spell worked, but he could now hear their conversation clearly.
“You know what you need to do.” The man in black and red seemed to be more in charge than the Emperor. 
“Quiet!” the Vashtan said. “There is magic, I sense it.”
The man in black and red looked around the room, and then his eyes focused towards the wall where Trak listened. “A magician!”
Trak had blundered. He ran back down the stairs and unlocked the pantry door before he teleported back to his bedroom, his face sweating. He went to the washbasin and wiped his face.
Tembul walked in, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “You weren’t gone long.”
“I made a mistake, but I know more now than I did. I saw a Vashtan in the Emperor’s presence. Nashi was there, along with a man dressed in black and red silk robes.”
“You made it all the way to the top?”
Trak shook his head. “One level from the top. Nashi knows where we live, which means the Emperor could capture us at any time. I need to tell Mori.”
He took off his black robe and weapons and ran to the second level where Mori slept. He knocked on her door. “Mori, it’s Trak. I have some news.”
Trak could hear the woman mutter something and, after a few moments, opened the door. Her hair now cascaded down her back, making her look younger and prettier than she normally did.
“Why are you waking me up?” Her angry face did a good job of erasing the beauty that Trak noticed.
Trak bit his lip for a moment, but then described his foray into the castle, including his descriptions of the men at the meeting.
“That is the Emperor. I don’t even know what a Vashtan looks like, but the man in black and red silks is the Court Magician, Shinowa. He’s the one who took over the bureaucracy and dismissed Jojo from his position.”
“He definitely behaved like the man in charge. The Emperor just looked on.” Trak wondered if he should have used ‘worry’ on the four men, but it was too late for that now. “Nashi knows where we are.”
Mori rubbed her head and ran her fingers through her hair. “You are in danger. Jojo always assumes that what he tells anybody will get back to the Emperor, so he is safe enough. That leaves me as exposed as you, and I,” Mori shrugged her shoulders and sighed, “am just a single merchant woman. No one really cares about me, even Jojo.” She tapped on her lips while she thought for a moment. “I own a number of houses in the city, even a few that my cousin probably doesn’t know about. Let me get dressed, and I will take you to one of them that has a large enough courtyard for your contraptions. Have the others take whatever food they can. There is a well on that property, along with indoor plumbing, so you won’t lack for water or convenience.”
~
Trak coughed as he materialized back in the stable yard of her house with Mori hanging onto his arm, but she quickly disengaged. 
“That is scary,” she said. “I’ve heard of the Vashtans teleporting, but I never expected to do it myself.” She brushed some cobwebs out of her hair. “Sorry about the condition of the house that I just showed you, but it is the best for your purpose,” she said.
Tembul and Sirul used the Toryan floater spell to bring the two flyers out of the stable in the darkness of the evening. The two had already loaded them up with their belongings and food.
“It’s not far,” Trak said as he held onto Tembul with one hand and the flyer with the other. After another breath, Trak materialized with the flyer and Tembul in the courtyard of their new location. “I have to get Sirul and the other flyer.”
Trak took Mori’s hand. “You have been more help than anyone. We all appreciate it.”
Mori smiled. “I wish you luck,” she said, patting Trak’s hand. “Let me know how you fare. Who knows? I may be joining you on your trip to Torya before all of this is over.”
Trak nodded and took Sirul and the flyer to their new home.
“This is bigger than her other house,” Tembul said, leaning against the flyer that he had moved to the edge of the courtyard, “but it seems to have seen better days.”
“Just reserve your judgement until you have gone through the front door.” Trak led the Toryans onto the porch under the wide, low tile roof of the house. “A nobleman built this a long time ago. Mori said the style has gone out of fashion,” he said as he opened the door, and spelled a magician’s light. “See? Mori added more up-to-date touches, like indoor plumbing, when she first bought it.”
The reflection of the light bounced off dust covering polished wooden floors, showing the footprints that Mori and Trak had left. “Mori hasn’t been here for awhile, so there are some spiders and other creatures hanging about. We should be able to scare them off,” Trak said with a grin. “We have furniture, bedding, kitchen utensils, and indoor plumbing, but no one has used this place for three years, according to Mori. She says wants to live here when she retires, since everything is on a single floor.”
“Where is this place?” Tembul said.
Trak led them back out into the courtyard. “Climb aboard,” he said. “Let me give you a bird’s eye view, literally,” he laughed. How long had it been since he had actually laughed? Trak kept smiling as he looked at the Toryans’ faces when he took them up twenty stories into the early morning darkness. 
“That is the castle?” Sirul said, pointing to the towering structure, still below their height. “It’s in our backyard.”
“Our old house is on the other side of the castle. Right, Trak?” Tembul said.
“It is. We are in a different district. There are nicer houses here, but not the huge mansions that higher-level bureaucrats inhabit farther to the south, but there are enough dwellings of people of lesser classes, so we can move around here without attracting attention.”
Trak lowered them down to the courtyard and pushed the flyer away from the entrance. “We have some cleaning to do, first. That is Mori’s principal condition for our staying here. We can use the house if we clean the inside. She doesn’t care about the exterior. I thought that was cheap enough rent.”
Tembul grinned. “Cheap indeed. Let’s get started first thing in the morning.” He yawned and took a load of their supplies and walked into the house.
~
Trak didn’t know if he would ever be able to get all the dusty cobwebs out of his clothes after finishing their cleaning activities at the end of the next day. He relished the physical activity, and they could practice their swordsmanship and exercise in the empty courtyard, now that they didn’t have to worry about Mori’s shipments in and out of the stable or invasion by Jojo’s men or the Emperor’s.
They all sat down to dinner. Trak’s complexion hadn’t faded during the day, despite the sweat, so he volunteered to procure food to eat at a small marketplace not far from the house.
“Are you ready for another castle invasion?” Tembul said.
Trak nodded. “I think I will explore the dungeons. Perhaps we might find the princess. I don’t think there are any Vashtans anywhere near the cells.”
“I agree,” Tembul said. “There are just a few modifications to add to the flyers, although we will only need one flyer now.”
“I’m not so sure,” Trak said. “There are the three of us plus the princess and our things. That might make the flyer a bit full, don’t you think?”
Tembul waved Trak away. “But I don’t want to leave one behind.” Tembul took a piece of grilled chicken off a skewer and dipped it in a little pot made from waxed paper. “Lenis knows how they work, even if he doesn’t know the lift spell. The Vashtans could probably find a way to lift the flyer into the air.”
“Like teleportation?” Trak said, but he knew what Tembul meant, and then raised his hand as a gesture of conciliation. “I agree to destroy one of the flyers if we don’t use it. But we should do it just as we leave, since we might be pressed to cling to any advantage we can, right?”
Tembul nodded. “Right.”
Trak smiled and reached out to gently shake Tembul’s shoulder and took a bite from his own skewer. “I can’t wait to leave Beniko. Another day and this place will be clean enough, don’t you think?”
“Parts of the house are still dirty,” Sirul said. 
Trak rubbed Sirul’s head. “Cleaner than any prison camp you’ve ever been in.”
“At least I have my own room now,” Sirul said. 
“Then you can keep that as spotless as you wish,” Tembul poured some water into a cup and drained it. “I’ve put in a full day.”
“So tonight I’m heading to the dungeons. If nothing else, we’ll be able to know if the princess is there, now that I’ve learned to administer the truth spell without a pose.”
Tembul rubbed his chin in thought. “I’ll lay my bed out in your room, along with some bandages, in case you don’t arrive back intact, but don’t disturb my sleep when you return if all is well.”
Trak nodded, and while Sirul cleaned up from dinner, Trak assembled his black costume in what they all thought must be a large study of some kind. None of them could figure out the purpose of some of the old mansion’s rooms. There were aspects of the Benninese culture that none of them had learned. He found a mirror and wiped his face. The day’s activities had worn off enough to require a bit more of the shoe polish.  
He admired his Benninese darkness. Actually his face ended up darker this time, and that might be to his advantage down in the dungeons. He laid down in the study and fell asleep. When he woke, he looked at the old water clock that was in the study, afraid that he might have overslept, but the current time was in the window he had given himself. He doubted if he would be gone for more than an hour.
After adjusting the weapons beneath his robe, he teleported into the dungeons at the exact place where he had left earlier in the week. Had it just been a week? To Trak, it seemed like ages since he last met with Nashi and Jojo. 
He turned around in a circle before descending. There were a few guards at every level, and Trak put them to sleep where they hadn’t already given in to slumber. He reached the bottom without discovering anything of note. There were plenty of prisoners, but none were royalty, by any means. Nashi’s plan showed no more dungeons, but he had said the Toryan woman was in the cells. There were deeper dungeons to his right, so he continued until he reached the end. He couldn’t accept that the dungeons ended right there, so he extinguished his mage light and saw the barest line of light from a crack in the wall. 
Intensifying his spelled light, he saw a spot on the stone face that looked different. The rock seemed to be dirtier than the rest. Trak pushed the block, and an edge appeared in the wall. He grabbed it and pulled open a hidden door. His heart beat a bit faster. He took a deep breath, the way Misson had taught him long ago in Santasia, to provide an inner calm, and entered. Lamps lit the hallway. The floor was cleaner, and the stone dressed finer. He turned around to see if opening the door might have triggered some alarm, but he couldn’t detect anything. 
He entered and closed the door using a horizontal rod driven into the stone. A pull chain hung right by the opening. Trak pulled, and the door opened slightly, just like it had when he pushed the dirty stone. He turned around and walked to the first cell. 
Perhaps a bold approach was warranted. All of these doors appeared to slide open. He took the handle and opened it just a bit and peered in, surprised that the door was unlocked. He noticed a man sitting at a desk. The back of a familiar head turned around.
“Trak! I wondered when you’d show up for a visit,” Lenis said, feigning a yawn, but he looked more nervous than his words showed. “Come in and sit down.” He pointed to a chair across the cell from its occupant.
Trak’s heart leapt to his throat. He took another deep breath and took a seat, trying not to look nervous himself. “What are you doing here?”
“Writing a letter. And you?” Lenis seemed to feel more comfortable with Trak sitting, thinking that he couldn’t pose. The same condescending tone of voice came through loud and clear. 
Trak gnashed his teeth. He really didn’t like Lenis, and for good reasons, he thought. “I’m on a stroll, looking for princesses,” he said, quite proud of his repartee, and that calmed him down a bit. He looked around the room. Decorative wall hangings hid the stone walls. Tightly woven rugs with unique designs covered the floors. A glass decanter of wine, a half-eaten loaf of bread, and a small wheel of cheese were on a sideboard. Trak thought it an unlikely spot for a room as nice as this, and no one would label Lenis as deprived.
“You’ve come to the right place. She’s in the last cell down the hall. I’m sure she will be thrilled to see a common person, a quarter-bred Toryan, in her presence. I seriously doubt if she would follow you out of this place.”
Trak had taken enough and put Lenis to sleep. He draped the man over the desk after reading what he had written. The letter was to some woman, a love letter in barely legible Benninese. He just shook his head in dismay. Clearly, Lenis didn’t have any sense of duty. Trak had a hard time applying the term ‘cell’ to the furnished room that Lenis called home.
He peeked out the door and went to the next cell. He wondered if all of the cells down here were like that, making this section a dungeon for the higher-ups. Perhaps Jojo might have started in a cell like this before they shipped him to the mines.
The next cell was open and empty. The furnishings were similar to the cell that Lenis lived in. When he tried to open the next cell, the door was locked. Trak pursed his lips and looked up and down the corridor. No one stirred so late at night…except for Lenis writing his love note.
He used his magic to turn the lock and slid the door open. He looked into darkness. Not sure of what to do next, he paused to listen. Suddenly a mage light lit the room up. It wasn’t Trak’s. He stayed where he was and invoked a shield. 
Two other men rubbed their eyes, since one stood, still in the pose he used to ignite the light.
“Why…” The man spoke another word and the light intensified. He squinted at Trak. “You’re not Benninese.”
Trak nodded his head, secure behind his shield. “Neither are you.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Four
~
KULARA AND VALANNA SAT TOGETHER IN FRONT OF FOUR VASHTANS. They all shared the sharper noses that Derit had, and Valanna thought she would be able to distinguish between the two types of Vashtans now that she had seen more who looked like Derit. Valanna was certain that the Vashtan who had entered into Rumanna’s tent had the flatter nose. She didn’t know if that indicated anything, but perhaps it did.
Derit spoke to them about their recent adventure, although Valanna knew that tale had already been told.
“And you seek to stop the Foxes from taking over Warish?” Henrig said.
Valanna shook her head. “Their intent isn’t to take over, but rule behind the scenes. Am I correct? They seek the same goal in Pestle and must be close in both places.”
Henrig nodded. “You are correct. Without King Marom’s ‘Long War’, we think the Pestlan people would be revolting on their own. Unwittingly, King Marom has lent support to the Yellow Fox infiltration of Pestle, much the same that they have done in Kandanna and Bennin.”
“Bennin? Trak is there!” Valanna said. What had Trak Bluntwithe gotten himself into?
“Trak?” Henrig looked quizzically at Derit.
“The Pestlan boy magician who nearly killed the Santasian master wizard,” Derit said. “Valanna and Trak have a relationship of sorts.”
That described her situation with Trak well enough, Valanna thought. “He is a friend and went to Bennin at the request of the Toryans to retrieve a princess who had reportedly been sold into slavery.”
“Ah, that. Our own agents in Beniko told us of the Toryan princess. One of the many layers the true leader of the Benninese is employing to secure his position.”
“True leader?” Kulara said. 
“Yes. The Emperor is merely a functionary. Probably the most powerful magician in Bennin has risen in power, so he controls the Emperor and leads Bennin’s bureaucracy. Our people are still gathering information. It comes from Bennin very, very slowly. Yellow Fox Vashtans are allies with that magician.”
“Sounds just like Riotro in Santasia,” Kulara said.
“The same strategy employed at different ends of our world,” Henrig said, nodding. “It is none of our doing, as Derit has told you. Our goal, deep in the Arid Lands, is to end the Vashtan incursions in Warish. The Yellow Fox strategy is much different here than in Santasia. In Warish, they have co-opted an entire faction of nobles and will encourage them to assassinate King Marom. Something similar will happen in Pestle, just as soon as King Marom has been killed.”
Valanna had little love for King Harl, but assassination was a step too far. She narrowed her eyes and said, “What can we do to thwart the plot? We know that Rumanna, Prince Asem’s wife, was under a compulsion spell. Does that mean the others are, too?”
Henrig nodded. “Some are compelled, and others aren’t. Ambition and envy are sometimes more powerful than any compulsion. We have a list of those who have aligned themselves with the Yellow Foxes.”
Valanna didn’t think she could kill those identified out of hand, but the fire in Kulara’s eyes indicated that her companion would be happy to. “I will let you know of a power word that will end any spell.”
“Such a thing exists?” Henrig looked excitedly at the other Vashtans.
“It does,” Valanna said. “Are you willing to let me use it on you? If you aren’t under compulsion, you will feel nothing. If you are, you might faint. Any spell will gradually fade.” She hesitated to warn them about not being able to come back from a compulsion like the Magician Guild practiced.
“They have used the spell on me,” Derit said. “It won’t kill you.”
Kulara shook her head. “We will give you the word before we use it.”
Derit nodded to Henrig who looked at the other two Vashtans. “Are you willing?”
One of the Vashtans peered at Valanna. “Only a word, no pose?”
“I will sit here and say it,” she said.
They all nodded their assent. “The word is a Pestlan word. You can repeat it after me. You say it with the intent of eliminating the effect of all spells. It is ‘worry.’”
“Worry?” They all said the word multiple times.
Kulara nodded. “That is it. Valanna?”
Valanna started with Henrig. “Worry.” She concentrated on each Vashtan. Canwog fainted dead away, but the rest looked at their companion with startled looks on their faces. “The spell fades away, so he will wake and be able to tell you who compelled him.”
Derit took Valanna’s hand. “Thank you. Teaching you to teleport in exchange for this is a very fair trade.”
Henrig brought out a skin of watered wine, which they passed around while waiting for Canwog to awaken.
~
Derit, Kulara, and Valanna went to retrieve the flyer. The Vashtan crouched down to pose, but Valanna stopped her. “The flyer isn’t far.”
“You knew?”
“Kulara grew up out here. She knew where the flyer was and where your countrymen had set up their camp. We are about five hundred paces away, and I can use a little exercise, can’t you?”
Derit put her hand to her forehead and sighed. “I can’t fool either of you.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” Valanna said. “I thought you were the enemy when we first met. It looks like I was wrong.”
Derit led the way. She knew which direction to head. 
“We can do better than to deceive, Derit,” Kulara said. “There are some of the Ferezan who delight in deceiving outsiders, but I am not one of them, and, even through my Prince is a spy, he doesn’t gain pleasure from lies and violence.”
They walked through the cold, dry, night air in silence until they reached the flyer. The three women packed their things, and Kulara lifted the flyer a few stories in the air, certainly high enough to clear any of the stunted trees between camps. Valanna supplied the wind and set the flyer back down at the Vashtan camp. 
“Is Canwog up?” Derit said.
Henrig nodded. “The Yellow Foxes caught him two months ago. He has been sending messages to them whenever we stayed at an inn.”
“No other duties?”
The Vashtan shook his head. “You do know that we will have to pass on the secret spell?”
“Not so secret,” Valanna said. “There are many in Santasia and Colcan who know of it. It can even take down a flyer, although slowly. There are poses that the Toryans use that will do the same, Trak told me. The Yellow Foxes can take down a flyer, too.”
“We do, but a power word without having to strike a pose? Very useful as a defense.”
“As an offense, too,” Valanna said. “I walked through an army and reduced its strength because Riotro relied on compulsion. It saved many lives that day.” Her thoughts turned to the march through Santasia. The memory of the Blue Master’s look of terror, when discovered, still made her shudder.
They shared their supplies for breakfast. Valanna found that the Blue Swans were actually likable. She wished that she could share that insight with Trak. She knew that he regarded every Vashtan as an enemy, just as she had until they had met Derit.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Five
~
TRAK NOTICED THESE VASHTANS’ COLORING MATCHED the ones he saw in Santasia, but their facial features were less pronounced. “What are you doing in a cell?”
“Being prisoners, of course,” the standing Vashtan said. Trak had to smile at the man’s sense of humor. The Vashtan looked to be about Lenis’s age, mid-twenties or a bit more, he estimated.
“Why don’t you teleport away from here?”
“The cell is shielded. The Benninese have found a way to make a shield persist. We are—“ The door clanged shut and Lenis’s eyes appeared through a tiny window in the door. “Prisoners, is the word. And so are you, Trak Bluntwithe. You didn’t know I have a shield in my room, did you? Your little sleeping spell worked, but not as well as you thought,” Lenis said, gloating. “Now Tembul and Sirul can fret and worry all they want when you don’t return. We will capture them when they find their way into the castle like you did, although no one can figure out how you made it all the way down here. We don’t care, since you are now just another captured magician.” Lenis laughed after he shut the window. Trak could hear him chortle away as he walked away.
“You don’t appear to be very worried.”
Trak smiled. “Let’s introduce ourselves and find out if we are friends or foes. I have seen another Vashtan in the presence of the Emperor.” Trak looked at the three men in front of him, and none of them resembled the Vashtan he saw with Nashi. “I am Trak Bluntwithe of Pestle, although I have some Toryan blood running through my veins, and am here to rescue a Toryan princess.”
“We think there is a Toryan woman at the end of the corridor. You were so close to your goal.”
Trak had to give them a grin. “And I’m not any longer?”
“We are in a prison, or do you not recognize the stone walls around you?”
This certainly wasn’t the island of luxury that Lenis enjoyed. There were five pallets with mattresses lining the walls. A single square table with stained cushions tossed around it were the only other items on the floor, except for chamber pots at the foot of each bed. The cell still looked remarkably clean. 
“Your magic works within the room?”
“It does. I am Ferikan and this is Boriak, and Markik. We are all from the Third Blue Swan clan.”
“What does the Blue Swan clan mean? I only know you as Vashtans.”
Ferikan gave Trak a very abbreviated digest of the political situation on the continent of Vashtan and of the rivalry between the Yellow Foxes and the Blue Swans. “Of course we don’t have the resources that the Yellow Foxes have.”
“But they don’t have enough soldiers to invade our country, let alone take over the world on their own,” Markik said, interrupting. “Now we are stuck here.”
“What do you know?” Trak said.
“Very little. The Yellow Fox clan works with a high-ranking Benninese magician named Shinowa. He’s the one who shielded this cell.” Ferikan offered Trak a seat.
Trak sat at the table, a man on each side. “He’s probably the only one in Bennin who knows how to do that,” Trak said as he told them of his own adventures in Bennin, but he left out his progress with poseless magic. 
 The others yawned, and it was time for them to return to their sleep. Trak lay down on a pallet, and when he heard snores, he teleported out of the cell. Whatever shield Shinowa had created, it didn’t stop Trak’s poseless teleportation. 
He stood in the middle of the corridor wondering what to do, when he heard a door open and teleported back into the Vashtan cell. He sat on his pallet when the little window opened again.
“Master Bluntwithe, let me see you,” Nashi said. Trak stepped up to the little window and let Nashi gloat at him. “Lenis tells me he caught you. Occasionally, the Toryan can be of minor value, but this time he has exceeded himself. Very good.” The man just looked inside the cell for a minute with a self-satisfied smile. “Enjoy your stay. In a few days you will become food for ravens, along with your new friends.” The little door clanged shut. Trak could hear Lenis and Nashi congratulating themselves as they returned to Lenis’s cell.
“You know Nashi?” Ferikan said.
“I do. I once wondered how he could have so easily misled me and say that Vashtans were captured when I saw one with the Emperor. Now I know, since there was more than one group of Vashtans. I will leave you, but I will return to take you out of here.”
Ferikan scoffed. “How can you do that?”
“I have a few tricks of my own.” Trak said. He stripped some of the bedding from one unused pallet and scrunched it up to make it look like a person slept on the one he had used. “I am not bound by the shield, it seems. Do not let others catch on that I am gone, but I promise you that I will soon come back and take you all away. Farewell, and have faith. Tell Lenis that I am sick or something.” 
Trak teleported out of the cell and looked up and down the corridor. He opened up the little grate on the door to the Vashtan cell. “See? I’ll be back,” he said quietly.
He examined the other cells and found only one more occupied. He knocked on the door.
“Who is it?” a woman said in poor Benninese.
“I am a friend,” he whispered in Toryan and opened the little door, looking through the grate. The woman had turned the wick up on a lamp. She adjusted her robe and walked to the door. 
“You aren’t Lenis.”
“No. You are the Toryan princess.”
“That’s what I’ve learned to answer to,” she said.
Trak thought that an odd comment, but he had found the woman he sought.
“I have come to take you back to Torya.”
The woman put her hand to her chest. “Me?”
Trak looked more closely at the princess. He had expected a young woman, but Trak would gauge this woman to be of an age with Honor Fidelia, Trak’s aunt.
“Wait for a moment.” Trak concentrated on the lock and soon opened the door. “Gather your possessions. We are leaving.”
“You don’t have to ask me twice, young man.” The princess gathered a sheetful of her things while Trak wondered if he should lock the door back up. He decided that he would leave it open, so that might provide something more to confound his enemies. 
“Close your eyes,” Trak said and he teleported the pair of them to the mansion.
~
“I present you with a princess,” Trak said after he called Tembul and Sirul into his study. 
The rescued woman smiled at the two Toryans. “You speak Toryan, too? You look like my people.”
Sirul furrowed his brow. “Who is this woman?” he said to Trak.
“You know her, she is the Princess of Western Torya.”
Sirul shook his head. “She is not. I am related to the princess, and this isn’t her.”
Tembul and Trak looked at each other, and then at the woman. They both addressed the woman simultaneously, “Worry!”
The woman fainted.
Trak looked down at the comatose woman. Not the princess? He just blinked as he tried to gather his wits. “Not the princess?” Trak repeated what he had just thought.
“How could she be? The princess hasn’t seen twenty-one years yet. This woman could be her mother.”
Tembul laughed. “A young mother.”
Trak brewed some tea while the other two guarded the prone woman. They were sipping out of Mori’s porcelain cups when the woman blinked her eyes open. 
“Where am I? Oh, yes. I was rescued.” She looked a bit different. “You’ve done something to me, young man.” The woman’s personality had changed. 
“You aren’t the princess?”
The woman laughed. “You actually believed me?” She still spoke in authentic Toryan. “I was the princess’s companion while she traveled to Beniko. My name is Hana.”
“Was she to be a slave?” Tembul asked. 
“Gods in the heavens, no! I imagine she is still on the top floor in the castle, pampered as always. She would never consent to being placed in a dungeon. I was well rid of her when they put me down there. Other than no window, the cell was as nice as most places I’ve ever lived in, with better food and plenty of peace and solitude, I’ll tell you!”
“Do you know why they placed you down in the dungeon?” Tembul said. 
The woman waved her hand and smiled. “I suppose to lure the Vashtans, which they successfully did, and maybe even you. Magicians?”
Trak nodded. 
“My room is shielded, like the Vashtan cell.” She laughed. “I imagine none of them expected anyone to just unlock the door with a key,” the woman said. She leaned over to look more closely at Sirul. “Haven’t I seen you before? Sir something.”
“Sirul, my name is Sirul. I visited my cousin a few times. She never did like me either.”
Hana cupped Sirul’s chin in her hand. “That’s right. They caught you trying to speak to her father, but he refused.”
“My uncle was under Riotro’s spell by then.”
“Not Riotro, the Vashtans. They are masters at compulsion. I can remember them prancing around like arrogant monkeys,” the woman said. “They are in the castle, you know. Lenis crowed to me about how they captured some of their own and trapped them just down the corridor from me.” She looked around and took a deep breath. “I’ve been shut in that cell for long enough, I guess.” The woman looked around and blinked. “Where am I, by the way?”
Trak wondered if the woman ever shut up. “This is an old mansion in Beniko. We have come to take the princess back with us.”
Hana snorted. “Good luck with that. She won’t leave. That little girl knows what’s good for her, especially after the rebels killed her family.”
Sirul hung his head. “I know,” he raised it back up, “but we are taking her to Eastern Torya.”
“I didn’t know that still existed. The last I knew the plans were to invade Santasia. That didn’t happen?”
Trak smiled. “It happened, but the invasion was turned back and Riotro and his Vashtans defeated.”
The woman narrowed her eyes and scoffed. “As if… No one can defeat Riotro.”
“He can,” Tembul said, looking at Trak. “I saw it all myself. Cut off his feet, this lad did, in front of a hundred witnesses.”
“Cut off his feet? So he couldn’t pose?” Hana laughed. “Good for you, if it is true.”
“It is,” Sirul said.
The woman finally took a sip of the tea that Trak had offered. “I don’t have to go back?”
“To Torya?”
She shook her head. “To the cell. To be more than honest, I’ve been a bit bored of late.”
“Then we can take you to Torya,” Sirul said.
Tembul put his hand to his face. “Just how many people will fit onto a flyer?”
“Flyer? You mean floater, don’t you?” the woman said.
“No flyer. We will tell you in the morning. You must be exhausted. Sirul will give up his room.” Tembul said and looked towards the younger Toryan. “You can sleep with me.”
Sirul sighed. “This way,” Sirul said after he picked up the pile of Hana’s possessions.
Tembul and Trak sat sipping cold tea in the study. 
“Now what? The woman was a diversion,” Tembul said.
“We will take two flyers. The woman will accompany the princess. We will also have the three Vashtans to help us fly.”
“That’s a lot of people, Trak.”
“That is still only three or four per flyer. If we have multiple magicians, we travel longer. I don’t think I’ll be able to teleport that many people all the way to Homika.”
“Assuming there is a ship we can take.”
“Does it matter where we go - Pestle, Amorim, or Tachium? Anywhere to get off Bennin and onto another continent.”
“What about your father and Able?”
“We will eventually get to Kizru. First we have to capture, not rescue, the princess.” Trak said.
“So, when do you free the Vashtans?”
“Right now,” Trak disappeared right after he said it.
~
“You keep waking me up, Pestlan,” Ferikan said, grinning as he rose from his pallet. 
“Do you have any possessions that you need?”
“Nothing in this cell, if that’s what you mean. You are breaking us out?”
Trak laughed. “We won’t break anything. Let’s join hands and leave this place.” Trak stepped to the door and unlocked it with a spell, leaving it slightly ajar.
Ferikan roused his two fellow Vashtans, and in an instant they stood in the middle of Trak’s study. Tembul hugged the wall.
“What happened?” Tembul said. “How did you push me out of the way?”
“That’s the spell, I guess,” Trak said and went about introducing the Vashtans. “Do all of you know how to make wind?”
Boriak said, “Here?”
“Wind spell, knucklehead,” Ferikan said rapping his knuckles on Boriak’s skull.
“To some degree or another. Why?” one of the other Vashtan’s said.
Trak smiled. “In the morning I will introduce you to a new mode of transportation.”
~
“So these will fly with the birds, eh?” Ferikan said. The courtyard seemed smaller with two flyers and seven people standing around. “Why is this better than teleporting?”
“It can carry more people and more things. I imagine you have to travel lightly when you teleport.”
“Not to mention we are only good for a certain number of jumps,” Markik said, earning a glare from Ferikan. 
Trak noticed the look and kept from smiling. It was always good to know the limitations of the other side, and he supposed that it applied to the Yellow Fox clan, as well as the Blue Swans. “But you can always go in two’s or three’s,” Trak said to mollify Ferikan.
“There is that,” the Vashtan said. 
“Or you can stay here. Do you have the power to fight Shinowa and the Yellow Fox Vashtans?” Trak searched Ferikan’s eyes for any evidence of duplicity.
“Not on our own. We have done all we can, and admittedly, we have failed in Bennin. We had already discussed that we weren’t accomplishing anything in Beniko, since there were more Yellow Foxes here than we can handle. We were about to make preparations to leave the city.” Ferikan didn’t reveal any emotion, other than the general relief that he had been saved.
“You are free to come with us to Homika. If I recall my geography, it’s closer to Vashta than any other Benninese port,” Tembul said.
Ferikan nodded. “It is. Can you use our help in getting the princess out of the castle? Do you know the layout of the top floor?” 
Boriak shook his head. “I know the layout of our cell quite well.”
“I do,” Hana said. “I can tell you right where the princess is ensconced in all her glory.”
Trak scolded himself for not even asking Hana the question when they first met, but then that wouldn’t have changed his wanting to free the Vashtans. He needed to know these people better and would have never thought that Vashtans had a sense of humor.
“Tembul, take Hana inside and mark up our map. I’m going to go to Mori’s house and arrange a meeting with Jojo. He needs to know about Shinowa’s plans, and I don’t want to complicate anything for him when we act.”
Trak quickly teleported to Mori’s stable yard and ran to the side entrance to knock on the door. He didn’t receive an answer, but he would leave her a note. He reached to undo the lock, but found the door to be open. He ran through the house. A pot of water still steamed on the stove, and he couldn’t imagine the disciplined Mori leaving boiling water. The front entryway to the house was a mess. A table had been knocked over on its side, and cloaks littered the floor.
“Mori!” he called as he went through the house. He found a full purse on the dresser of her bedroom. No robbers. Had Nashi already spirited her away? Trak wondered. He found the rest of the house empty. How could he find Jojo? Could he have been picked up as well?
Trak heard the front door slide open. 
“Mori?” Jojo called out while Trak heard Jojo shift the furniture. “What is this mess?”
“She’s been taken,” Trak said as he descended the stairs. “She didn’t think she was in any peril.”
“Ah, headstrong woman,” Jojo muttered. He sat down in her living room, his eyes shifting from spot to spot on the low table probably following his thoughts. 
“She didn’t tell me where she put you,” Jojo said as he looked up at Trak standing over him.
Trak pursed his lips. “I wouldn’t worry about that,” he said, intoning the spell in the sentence.
Jojo looked down again. “I know what you just did. I assure you that I am clean of any magical taint.” He gave Trak a crooked smile. “I’m sort of on the run myself. Nashi has finally thrown in with the other side.”
“I know,” Trak said. “I saw him with Shinowa and the Emperor and a Vashtan ally. They have probably thoroughly ensorcelled each other.”
Jojo’s eyes widened. “You’ve seen the Emperor?”
“I have my ways. How is your revolution going?”
After running his hands through his hair, Jojo stood thinking to himself and ignoring Trak’s question, and then walked into the kitchen. “She would never leave this boiling,” he said as he took the pot off the stove and laid it on a stone trivet. He looked as dejected as Trak had ever seen the man. “As to my revolution? It seems that my enemies can strike at me through her. If I could spirit her away from Bennin, I would.”
“I can,” Trak said.
Jojo snorted. “I don’t doubt that you could.”
“I am leaving as soon as I retrieve the princess. If I take Mori, what are your chances of success?”
Hope sprung up in Jojo’s eyes. “Better than even. Much better since my enemies will have nothing to hold over me.” He tossed a crumpled paper on the kitchen table. “Read this. I found it in the entryway.”
Trak saw six words on the paper. We have Mori, Give up now!
“Where do you think she is?” Jojo said.
“If she’s not in the dungeon, then she is probably with the princess.” Trak left out the third alternative of Mori’s death. “How can I let you know if I’ve found her?”
“Give this to the bartender.” Jojo scribbled the name of the tavern where he overheard Lenis talking to Jojo on the back of the crumpled note.
“I will,” Trak said. “I have to leave now. Good luck in case we don’t see each other again.”
Jojo’s face hardened. “Same here.” He gripped Trak by the arm and gave him a hug. “May we both live to tell a glorious tale.” He stalked out of the room. Trak could hear the front door slide shut, leaving him in the soon-to-be-empty house.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Six
~
AFTER SPENDING A DAY WITH THE VASHTANS, Valanna realized that these were people with distinct personalities. Derit proved to be the most serious of the group, but Valanna wondered if she was less at ease with non-Vashtans. Bestik always made comments into jokes. Canwog was generally suspicious, and she wondered if that was the reason others had suborned him. Henrig seemed to be a good combination of the others. Perhaps that was why he led the group. 
Henrig had spent the longest time in Warish. Valanna estimated that he might be Neel’s age. His hair seemed a little lighter around the temples than the others. He had led Valanna apart from the others.
“Would you like to visit Balbaam? We can be back by tomorrow.”
Valanna didn’t know what to say. Flying would take three or four days, and Derit had told her the maximum jump was three leagues. That would still be at least three days, if her strength didn’t give out. Henrig’s comment indicated that he could travel farther on each jump.
“I can’t leave Kulara behind,” Valanna said, not really believing her own words. She had to admit that a trip with Henrig, still a stranger, brought on uncomfortable thoughts.
“Take Kulara, then,” Derit said.
 “You might want to reconsider,” he said. “You have information that Prince Asem needs.” Henrig shrugged his shoulders and looked at Valanna. “Do you know the desert dwellers better than she?”
“I don’t.” Valanna turned away, still not wanting to travel alone with Henrig. 
“Then maybe you should go by yourself,” Derit said.
Valanna hadn’t thought of that. 
“If Derit seems to think you could, then maybe you should talk it over with your friend. I have messages of my own to send with you.”
Valanna sought out Kulara, and after their evening meal, set out their blankets by the flyer, using the camouflage fabric as their tent.
“What did Henrig want?” Kulara said.
Valanna bit her lip for a moment before replying. “He wanted to take me to Balbaam and report to Asem.”
Kulara paused before replying. “When do you leave?” 
“I told him that I wouldn’t go with him. Derit suggested that I go myself instead.”
After nodded her head, Kulara said, “Good. Do it. I will have you take a letter to my love apologizing for letting the Vashtans cause Rumanna’s death.”
“Make sure you say Yellow Fox clan. I’m sure Derit had nothing to do with Rumanna’s fall.”
“I can do that. Are you willing to test yourself?”
Could she really do that, go so far by herself using a new pose and power word? “I’m not sure if I am strong enough.”
Kulara snorted. “You are stronger than anyone here. You only lack confidence, and that only happens rarely, now. Why?”
“I’m afraid of what Asem will say.”
“About Rumanna?” Kulara paused. “Better a message coming you than a verbal notification from me. I have some experiences with the woman that I will not share. If you break it to my Prince, it will prevent me from saying something I shouldn’t. Besides, these people can use my help while you are gone.”
“I won’t be very long,” Valanna said. She intended to spend a night at the most in Balbaam, and then return. 
~
After filling up for breakfast, Valanna received some last minute advice from Henrig. 
“It is easier to use line of sight. Spot some place in the distance and teleport. If your intended target is too far away for your strength to take you there, you won’t be able to teleport,” he said. “It won’t take you long to understand what I’m saying.”
Kulara brought a leather tube. “Here are the notes the Vashtans have made, along with a letter to my Prince.” She hugged Valanna tightly and stepped away.
I have my communications tied together with a strip of black cloth. The address is on the outside. I don’t need a reply,” Henrig said. “You remember the pose and word that matches to this amulet?”
“I do. It’s my only way of finding you.”
Henrig nodded. “Good luck.”
Valanna adjusted her desert cloak and sighted to the north. She was almost positive she could go further than any of the others and looked at the edge of her sight. She made the crouch-like pose that Derit had taught her and said the word. 
A warm wind suddenly caught at her cloak. Valanna looked back and couldn’t see where she had come from. She spied a low hill far ahead and jumped to that spot. She spent the rest of the morning jumping from spot to spot until Balbaam appeared on the horizon on the other side of the Pusuun River. The air had become colder as she moved north, and Valanna wrapped the thin cloak more tightly around her body. 
She jumped to the riverbank and took a deep breath. Her powers were still intact when she thought of her bedroom in Asem’s tower and found herself suddenly standing in the middle of the room. Valanna grinned and sat down, relieved that the last jump hadn’t put her in the middle of a wall.
After a few moments to adjust her mind to her surroundings more than anything else, she took off the dusty cloak and sat for a bit, and then Valanna rose and walked out of her room in search of Asem.
She found him looking out over Balbaam, holding a cup of wine in his hand. He looked as if Valanna had already given him the bad news.
“Your second wife sends her greetings.”
Asem jumped and turned around in shock, wine spilling down the sides of his goblet. “Valanna! How did you get in here?”
“I found a way. I brought you these,” she said. “We discovered that there are factions within the Vashtans, who are indeed active in subverting King Marom’s reign.” Valanna took a deep breath. “There was a casualty quite close to you.”
“Who?” Asem furrowed his brow. His nervousness upset Valanna, but she had to let Asem know before he read Kulara’s letter.
“Rumanna had been under a compulsion spell. We took her up in a flyer to escape pursuit. We tried a truth pose, but it conflicted with the compulsion, and she purposely rolled off the flyer. We were up quite high.”
Asem’s face turned white. He sat down and poured himself another cup of wine, draining it in one try. “My children will be grieving, and I can’t even go to them.”
Valanna pulled out Kulara’s letter and handed it Asem. “Here is Kulara’s apology and words of encouragement.”
Asem tore into the letter and didn’t say another word before he had finished reading it. He sat back, looking less drained. He managed a smile. “At least my second wife loves me.” He waved the letter at Valanna. “Rumanna never did. Everything was about power to her. I’m surprised the Vashtans had to put her under compulsion. In a way, her death is a relief. The Ferezan will take care of my children, but I may bring my youngest girl to join me in Balbaam, once this crisis is resolved.”
“You might want to read these before I deliver them to Vashtans in the city,” Valanna said, pulling the notes of rebel activities in the south out of the tube and laying it on the table in front of Asem.
He lifted up his eyebrows and began to read. His eyebrows would go up with each new revelation, and then he would shake his head. “It is serious. We need to eliminate the Vashtans as soon as possible,” he said as he continued to read the documents. “I will copy these and forward the information to King Marom. I’m sure he will invite me out of the tower to discuss them.” His eyes rose to meet Valanna’s. “Now tell me how you got here. Magic? Did the Vashtans teach you their teleportation spell since there isn’t any place to land a flyer?”
“The spell,” Valanna said. “I was deep into the Arid Lands this morning.”
“This morning? I am amazed. Are you tired? I worry about you.” 
The sentence brought a smile to Valanna’s face. “I worry about you, too,” she said playfully.
Her smiling face turned to a look of shock as Asem crumbled in his chair and slid to the floor.
“Asem! Wake up!” Valanna went to his side and patted his hand, sharply. She hoped her ‘pats’ wouldn’t raise any welts. He didn’t respond, so Valanna took him by his heels and dragged him to a couch where she struggled to get him in a prone position. 
She dampened a napkin from the water in a vase of flowers and began patting Asem’s forehead. He began to stir.
“I thought I was only joking with you, but I had no idea,” Asem said. He put his hand to his forehead. “I didn’t know I was ensorcelled.” He closed his eyes and said nothing for a few moments. “I had to go out into the city just after you left. It must have been done then. I remember feeling depressed soon after. As far as I can remember, no one has forced me to do anything.”
“Then they dulled your mind with a sorrow spell, waiting for certain events to occur. Guard yourself well, but I think the perpetrators will reveal themselves soon enough when they choose to act.”
Asem nodded. “I don’t think you have to worry about the guarding part. Captain Mizor is still my man and has more talent than I do. I’ll make sure he ‘worries’ about me often. You need to return to the Arid Lands and take care of the men on the list. I don’t think Kulara or you want to act as assassins, but if you can’t eliminate them, at least think of something to keep them from acting. Then return here as soon as possible. Can Kulara teleport, too?”
Valanna laughed. “Together, we will go far.”
~
The light of the moon proved to be sufficient as Valanna moved southward. She invoked the spell of the amulet, correcting her course until she saw the twinkling of a far-off campfire. Valanna carefully made small jumps, so she could get close enough to walk in, but something seemed wrong from her vantage point just outside of camp.
Kulara sat by herself, arms folded in an odd way. None of the others moved from their positions. Now that she observed the Vashtans more closely, she could see that they had all been captured. Valanna crept to another vantage point and heard quiet voices speaking Vashtan. She couldn’t understand a word, but the new Vashtans didn’t seem to be alarmed in any way. Valanna would change that. She sat down for a bit, to collect her wits and pulled the knife from her boot. Trak had taught her how to use it as a wand. Knives were more powerful than wands and Trak had proven that. 
She took long deep breaths before her attack. She stood silently and held the knife out after taking a pose. “Paranon.” She pointed the knife. “Paranon.” Again and again until all six Vashtans lie prone on the ground. Valanna ran around the edge of the camp and freed Kulara.
“Worry” she said, but Kulara just shook her head. 
“Yellow Fox. Nasty folks. There were only the six of them, but they caught us unawares." She got up and stretched. “They found us just after noon. I’ve been sitting for hours and will be right back.” Kulara rushed into the trees.
Valanna freed the four Blue Swan Vashtans and used the worry spell, but it looked like the captors hadn’t gotten around to deciding what to do with their prisoners.
Henrig rose to his feet after Valanna unbound them all. She offered the rope to Henrig. “I won’t use any rope on them.” He shot a lightning bolt into every Vashtan before Valanna could tell him to stop.
“They were going to kill us,” Derit said. “Just before you came they were discussing how best to keep us alive before we died.”
Kulara returned and stood over the dead Vashtans rubbing her arms. “I never knew what anyone said, but I wouldn’t have been surprised to have been their meal tomorrow.” She shivered. “The nasty looks they gave me once I wouldn’t tell them anything about the flyer.”
“They didn’t use a compulsion spell?”
Derit shook her head. “They were just that arrogant. They were fully prepared to beat it out of Kulara in the morning and they would have relished the exercise.”
“I didn’t know that,” Kulara said, hugging herself.
“It’s a good thing you didn’t,” Derit said. 
Henrig walked up after he and his two fellow Blue Swans dragged the bodies into the woods. “That takes care of them.”
Valanna felt her face heat up with anger. “I put them to sleep so we could interrogate them,” she said through clenched teeth. “You didn’t have to kill them.”
Henrig waved away Valanna’s anger. “It is our way. They told us all we needed to know before you showed up, anyway. We had quite an insult match going.”
“How did they find you?”
“Canwog discovered that he carried a hidden amulet in his bags. We found out after we were captured. He was quite apologetic about it.”
“I said that I was sorry,” Canwog said in Warish and then lapsed into an extended uncomfortable conversation with the other Vashtans in their own language. His apology hadn’t quite mollified the other Blue Swans.
Valanna didn’t like the quick deaths of the Yellow Foxes, but they had already attacked her on the way to Balbaam and were the ones behind Rumanna’s ensorcellment. Valanna didn’t want to rationalize the deaths, but she found herself with less sympathy than she thought the more Derit described their conversations with the rival Vashtans.
Everyone had done enough for the day, so they went to sleep. Valanna rose early the next morning and asked Henrig for Canwog’s amulet. She jumped far to the northwest and tossed it in a small river flowing to the sea, returning in time for a bit of breakfast, while the others cleaned up.
“We will need to determine our next step.” She told them of her visit to Asem and his instructions to neutralize the rebels. The Vashtans heartily agreed, and they spent the rest of the morning determining who would die first.
Valanna didn’t relish planning out assassinations, but until she came up with an alternative, they would execute as many rebels as they could. She thought back to Riotro and the Vashtans in Santasia who had encouraged the civil war and gritted her teeth. Valanna would do what was necessary to save the stability of her adopted country. It seemed like she had developed the same reservations about killing that Trak had shared with her.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
~
LUCKILY, THE HOUSE THAT MORI HAD GIVEN TRAK TO USE had more rooms than people. The problem was that someone would have to go out and purchase additional bedding. He thought of Mori, and it pained him to think she was held captive in the castle.
Trak asked Ferikan and Tembul to join him in the large sitting room of the house. Hana had prepared tea.
“We need provisions,” Trak said, “but none of us are Benninese.”
“If we dye Boriak’s hair, he looks the most like one among us,” Ferikan said. “We have used him before.”
Tembul nodded and looked at Trak. “You can teleport him to an alley near the central market and teleport him back, if you are worried about exposing our hiding place.”
Trak nodded. “I can do that. How soon can he be ready?”
“I’ll tell him now, and he can be ready by the time we finish our tea.” Ferikan stepped out for a moment and returned.
“I’m going back into the dungeon to look for Mori,” Trak said. “I’ll take another magician with me, so we can arrive shielded. Lenis lives down there, and I don’t trust him at all.”
Tembul looked away, embarrassed. “We should take him back to Torya with us.”
The statement shocked Trak. “After what he did to us?”
“I didn’t want to tell you earlier, but it will not go well for us if we return without him.”
Trak couldn’t stomach risking a broken fingernail to bring the traitor back to Torya. “He deserves death for what he’s done to us and how he has worked with our enemies.”
Tembul pressed his lips together. “Who are our enemies?” He pointedly looked at Ferikan. “We can’t take these with us either.” He pointed at the Vashtan with his chin.
Where did this attitude come from all of a sudden? “They were incarcerated along with Hana.”
“She is a decoy and these Vashtans aren’t?”
Ferikan began to color. “And you think we are decoys? Trak did not ask to rescue us, he offered, willingly. I thought you were together on bringing us here. We can use our teleportation skills to leave Homika. How did your enemies and Lenis know that Trak could teleport out of a shielded room? We couldn’t.”
“So you say. Maybe you tricked Trak,” Tembul said.
Ferikan waved away Trak’s comment. “You go with Trak. I will teach you our teleport spell and see if you can leave the cell. It will only take a moment, if you aren’t pursued, to test me out.”
“Maybe I will,” Tembul said. He rose and left the room. 
Trak followed him out with his eyes. “I’m sorry for the outburst.”
“You needn’t be. He has been cool to us ever since we arrived. Perhaps for good reason, knowing what the Yellow Foxes have done.” Ferikan took a deep breath. “I am sorry I became angry, and it would have not gone well if he had tried to strike a pose.”
“I suppose not,” Trak said, although he had been ready to shield Ferikan if Tembul had jumped to his feet. As it was, Trak wondered if Tembul might be the one to need shielding. He definitely would take Tembul with him.
“Does Markik know the teleportation spell?”
Ferikan nodded. 
“Would you ask him to teach it to Tembul and me before we leave? We can test it sufficiently in the courtyard. Tembul can teleport small things for short distances using my method, but he isn’t as good with larger items, like himself.” Trak forced a smile and got to his feet. Ferikan did the same and left Trak standing by himself in the study.
He struggled with accepting Tembul’s reactions, not only objecting to the Vashtans, but also encouraging, no, demanding that they free Lenis. These Blue Swan Vashtans hadn’t done anything to him, yet Lenis had been a disruptor, and in Trak’s mind, a betrayer, and yet Tembul insisted that he be returned.
Trak wanted to sit down and think about what had just happened a bit more, but Markik came into the study. 
“Ferikan wants me to teach you how to teleport,” the Vashtan laughed. “It’s you who should be teaching me.”
“In due time,” Trak said. He followed Markik out the door. Trak wondered what Tembul would think about teaching the Vashtans poseless magic and instantly came to the conclusion that it would be, strategically, a very bad idea.
Tembul still didn’t look happy and nearly glowered at Trak. Had he just lost Tembul as a friend? Trak couldn’t bear to let it intrude on his thoughts and would proceed as if nothing happened until he could talk privately to the Toryan after visiting the Vashtan’s prior cell.
After learning the Vashtan’s teleport spell and understanding its limitations, since it might not have worked to remove them from the dungeon if there was a lot of metal in the way, Trak stood with Tembul. 
“Make a shield, please,” Trak said, and then in the blink of an eye they stood in the Vashtan’s dungeon cell. 
There were no new inhabitants, so Trak assumed the Vashtan pose and went nowhere. Tembul did the same. 
“Another test,” Trak thought. He walked to a corner and teleported to the other corner using the same pose. “Are you mollified?” Trak said.
Tembul grunted, but duplicated Trak’s teleport across the room and gave Trak a quick jerk of his head. “I still don’t trust them.”
“I don’t fully trust Jojo either,” Trak said. 
“At least we’re in agreement on that.” 
Trak hadn’t seen truculence in Tembul’s demeanor since he first captured Nullia and him in the Toryan forests. He remembered how Tembul hadn’t even deigned to talk to him while they traveled. He realized that this was the same behavior. It took quite a while before Tembul trusted Trak, and now Trak knew that it would take more time than he intended to spend around the Vashtans for the Toryan to trust Ferikan.
“Now what is this about Lenis?” Trak said. “We didn’t get a chance to discuss that.”
Tembul frowned. “Lenis’s father was one of the men in the group that wanted you to take the apprenticeship.”
“To be Court Magician in the far distant future.” Trak nodded.
“Yes. If Lenis doesn’t return, there will be trouble enough for both of us.”
Trak pursed his lips and furrowed his brow. “Certainly, they all knew that anything might happen in Bennin.”
“Does it matter how things are here if Lenis’s father thinks otherwise?”
“I see your point, but if Lenis returns triumphant, he will take all the glory and have no compunction about lying about what really happened in Bennin. We will be in similar straits, right?”
Tembul picked at the stone in the wall. “But the Princess will be back. I suggest that we take him anyway. I think you have a better chance to leave Kizru with your fathers intact if all of the attention is on Lenis.”
Trak didn’t want to even think about his return at this point, at least not until they had taken the princess. “I will agree that we try to take Lenis with us, but I won’t fail to bring back the princess if that means leaving him behind. He has enough influence to return to Torya on his own, doesn’t he?”
Tembul shrugged. “You have another point.” Trak could see the barest glimmer of a smile on Tembul’s face and took it for a small victory. 
“Let’s see if Mori’s been deposited here.” Trak moved to the door and peeked out into an empty corridor. His voice a mere whisper, he pointed down the hallway to Hana’s former cell. “We will start from here and work backwards.” 
He opened the doors to the grates. The cells were still empty until he came to Hana’s. He slowly opened the little door and looked inside the lit cell. Mori sat on the bed, her hands were folded on her lap and she looked vacantly at the opposite wall. 
“Worry,” Trak said, concentrating on the woman. She swayed a bit and then put a hand to her head. Trak knew that the removal of any compulsion would give a headache at the very least. He used his magic to unlock her cell and motioned Tembul inside. 
“Mori. Are you okay?”
She looked alarmed when she saw Trak. “You must leave. I am a trap.”
“Why?”
“They were very pleased to say if you rescue me, they will certainly find you.”
Tembul made a face while he thought. “Perhaps they can track a piece of clothing, a ring or a necklace of some kind.” He said it as if to himself, and then he looked at Mori. “Did they give you anything to wear?”
Mori gave him a blank look for a moment until she realized what he had said. “You still need to improve your Benninese.” She grinned and looked at her hands and put her hand around her neck, and then she checked her pockets. “Could it be a button or something?”
“We need to return immediately. Any of the others could have tracking devices, too!” Tembul said. 
Trak threw off his black cloak and tossed it on the bed. “Here, take off all of your clothes and put this on. Tembul and I will turn to the wall while you do. Quickly!”
Trak took Tembul’s arm and twisted him around. He heard the swish of clothing. 
“I’m done.” 
Trak turned around. Mori clutched the neck of the robe that hung loosely around her. “Stay there." Trak took Tembul’s hand and Mori’s and disappeared from the cell.
The Vashtans stood talking to Hana in the courtyard when Trak re-appeared. 
“Quickly. One of you might have brought a tracking device with you.”
“Not us,” Ferikan said. “We have spells that do that kind of thing and left two of them behind in our cell.”
“Oh, no!” Hana put her hand to her mouth.
“Get this on,” Tembul took off his robe and then led her to her room. Trak followed, and once the woman looked like Mori, Trak bundled all of Hana’s clothes and sent them deep into the jungle halfway towards Beniko prison.
“Do you have any clothes here?” Trak said to Mori, who appeared to be speechless, but managed to shake her head.
“Boriak, buy some smaller men’s clothes in the market close by. We can’t take the chance of having you spotted purchasing women’s wear,” Trak said. He had no idea how accurate the amulet was, or if Shinowa had used it yet. 
The Vashtan nodded and hurried out the gate. 
Mori glowered at Trak. “Jojo and you have put me into a bind. Because of him, my livelihood has been compromised.”
Tembul walked up. “Only until Jojo regains his place in the bureaucracy.”
“You think that’s going to happen? I’m not so sure, and I’m not so sure he will be an improvement over what we have now,” she said. “I know my cousin too well.”
“Any change in your country will be an improvement,” Ferikan said. “Your Emperor and Shinowa are ensorcelled by Vashtans of another clan, and they are about to enslave your country.”
Mori pressed her lips together. “There’s not much I can do, is there?”
“Jojo can,” Trak said. 
“But you don’t know where he is. He changes places to live much more often that he changes his clothes.”
Trak squeeze Mori’s shoulder again. “He gave me a way to contact him. He arrived at your house shortly after I did to find you taken.”
Mori lifted Trak’s hand from her shoulder. “Then tell him.” She looked angry enough to spit, and that made Trak smile. She seemed back to her old self.
~
Trak didn’t want to chance travel on the streets, so he teleported to an alley that he had seen when he left the tavern where Jojo had met with Lenis and Paka. He walked with the general flow of people and slipped inside. 
He hoped that the right bartender was on duty. He walked up. “I have a message for Jojo.” Trak had no idea if Jojo was a common nickname or not, but the man grunted. 
Trak took the crumpled paper and straightened it out in front of the man. “This is it.” Trak paused. “Do you have a pen and ink or a pencil?”
The man tossed a pencil to Trak. It wasn’t quite the same as what he was used to in the north, but he crossed out the ‘We’ on the note and wrote an ‘I’ just above the words that proclaimed Mori’s capture and crossed out the last three words.
“This is it?” the man said. 
“It is. Jojo will know what it means.”
Trak quickly left the tavern, and then returned to the courtyard. It was currently empty, so he walked into the house. Everyone had gathered in the sitting room, and they stopped talking when he entered. It surprised Trak how the entourage had grown.
He looked at Mori. “If the deliveryman is the right one, Jojo will soon know that you’ve been rescued.”
She turned her head. “From a cell to house arrest,” she said, sighing.
Tembul furrowed his brow. “No one is keeping you here, Mori. Should you feel the desire to leave, go ahead.”
Mori shook her head. “I honestly think Trak knows me better than you do.”
Tembul’s cheeks turned red, and he looked at Trak. 
“Mori just said that she appreciates her rescue,” Trak said.
Tembul eyes swiveled to Mori, who quickly looked away.
~
Jojo pounded on the courtyard door after the sun had set. Trak opened the door for him. He and six others piled into the open space, each carrying bundles. Trak recognized Kanoki, the man who had helped rescue him from the prison.
“Your army has arrived?” Trak said. If this was Jojo’s revolution, he didn’t give it much chance.
“I brought headquarters with me. Shinowa has stepped up his efforts to find us. I suppose that once he lost Mori, he would have to try something else.”
Trak made sure the gate was secure. “We are rapidly running out of space,” he said. “You make fifteen. I hope you brought some food.”
Jojo nodded towards one of the bundles. “We won’t be here for long. I tried six of Mori’s other properties until I remembered this place.” He looked around the courtyard. “It looks like you’ve cleaned it up a bit.”
“Just a bit,” Mori said, walking up to the new arrivals. “A lot you did to save me.”
“You’re out, aren’t you? It is the results that count,” Jojo said.
Mori sniffed and then hugged her cousin. “You and your results. I’m glad to see you.”
“And I am glad they don’t have you to use against me.“
“Such emotion,” Mori said. Her face hardened after hearing Jojo’s words.
Jojo nodded and barely made a smile. “We have a bit of planning to do. Trak has stirred things up, and it’s time to act before Shinowa settles everything back down. We’re hungry, since we’ve been walking the streets of Beniko for hours, trying not to be noticed,”
Trak let Mori take the Benninese into the house. He sat outside on the flyer. Tembul and Ferikan joined him, sitting on opposite sides. Trak wondered if they had come to some kind of peace agreement, however temporary.
“If you were looking for Benninese to create a diversion to rescue the princess, I think they arrived,” Tembul said. 
Trak looked back at the house. “If Shinowa hasn’t ensorcelled them. Why don’t you two use worry spells on them? I would like to act tonight to rescue the princess, but now we are saddled with the Benninese, we might have to wait. At least Mori has been reunited with her cousin.”
“There is that. Maybe she will be less prickly,” Tembul said.
“I doubt that.” Trak shrugged his shoulders. He’d been around prickly women enough in the last few years that he didn’t mind them. Mori used her prickliness to get her way, and Trak knew that. He liked her even better than his prickly aunt, but Honor had deserved his trust, and Mori still didn’t. Everyone had strong and weak points, he decided. This excursion to Bennin had taught him that, at least. 
Tembul went with Ferikan. Trak watched them walk, a pace apart, but they were together. He leaned back and looked up at the sky. Low clouds covered the moon and made the courtyard dark, drinking in what light came from the house.
He could see Jojo stand, arguing with Tembul and Ferikan. Trak rushed towards the house to intervene, ending his moment of solitude. 
“How dare you?” Jojo said, looking down at Tembul. Ferikan stood slightly behind Tembul, but definitely a part of the discussion.
“Trak told me to,” Tembul said.
“Taking instructions from a boy?” Jojo said.
Ferikan stepped up. “He is our leader, regardless of his age. No one among us is stronger than he is.”
Trak stood just outside, listening to the discussion.
“We can’t have one of your men under your enemy’s influence. You must know that,” Tembul said. “Everyone here has to be proven.”
Jojo snorted. “Proven. I’m their leader.”
Trak needed to put a stop to this. “You are the leader of your men. I am the leader of my group of foreigners. We are working together towards the same end, are we not?”
Jojo turned towards Trak. “I saved you.” He didn’t look mollified until Mori walked from the kitchen with a tray of food and a steaming pot.
“I doubt it, cousin,” Mori said. “And Trak was the one who saved you, if my memory serves me correctly. You used him to escape the mines, a gods-given gift if there ever was one, or you would still be sweating in Beniko Prison in the middle of the jungle waiting for the right opportunity to break out.”
“So?” Jojo said.
“So!” Mori laid the tray down and looked up at Jojo, who towered over her, but in Trak’s mind, he wasn’t sure who the dominant person was in the present situation. “You work with him, and you might have a chance to save Bennin. Try and do it on your own, and I’m certain you will fail.”
Jojo’s face turned red, but his shoulders drooped just a bit. “You don’t believe in me?”
Mori gave Jojo a withering look. “How often do I have to prove that I support you? If you don’t let Trak help, I will leave Bennin with him. Do you understand?”
“Ha! You’ll never do it, you mercenary bitch!” Jojo said.
Trak’s eyes turned to Mori, whose jaw dropped in disbelief. “Do you mean what you say?” she said.
Jojo folded his arms and nodded his head. “I do, and you will act as I direct.”
“Fat chance,” Mori said, her face pulsed red. Trak had never seen her truly angry until now. She turned to Trak. “Do you have room on one of your flyers for me?”
“You know I do,” Trak said. “You, too, Jojo.” It wouldn’t do to take sides, Trak thought.
Jojo fumed and stalked out of the room. His companions stood, rooted to the floor.
“Eat until my cousin cools off,” Mori said. She walked to a few of them and pushed on their shoulders until they sat. 
She put the food on the table and parceled out generous helpings, and then left the room. Trak thought she would seek out Jojo and try to calm him down, but Mori’s face hadn’t relaxed all that much.
Tembul and Ferikan had moved to the edge of the room. 
“Have they all been tested?”
Ferikan nodded. “Even Jojo didn’t feel any effects,” he said.
Trak put his hand to his head. His head began to throb from all of the tension. “I will talk to these men. It’s time for you to go to sleep.”
Tembul and Ferikan quickly exited the room. The men’s overt pledge of loyalty to him as their leader had stunned Trak. He still looked to Tembul as their real leader, but evidently they felt differently. He suddenly felt responsible for them, and that made Trak uneasy. He cast those thoughts aside and sat down next to Kanoki.
“You know Jojo. Will he cool off?”
The man’s expression didn’t look encouraging. “If anyone can, Mori is the one to do it, but I don’t know. Perhaps this time both of them might have gone too far.”
Trak pressed his lips together. “Have you made any specific plans? Are you going to assassinate the Emperor and Shinowa? What about the Vashtans, excluding the ones in this house, of course?”
The men looked a bit too morose with Jojo gone from the room. “We fear a bloody revolution. The bureaucracy rules Bennin, and they will fight to maintain their privilege,” one of the men said. 
“Our privilege,” said another. Trak took that to mean that these men were former members of the bureaucracy and of the ruling class of Bennin.
“But what if the Emperor and Shinowa are removed from power? The citizens won’t accept Vashtan rule, will they?” Trak said.
One man shook his head quite emphatically. “I agree, but I’m not sure Jomio does. He wants to be the new Emperor, and the people will expect the heads of the bureaucracy to select a new Emperor, not have one shoved down their throats.”
Trak now understood Jojo’s truculence. He certainly could see Jojo wanting to run things. His giant-sized ego was pretty evident the first time he met him in the mine. The problem was that Jojo didn’t even have the full confidence of the men who comprised his ‘headquarters’. The reaction to the leadership question also made more sense. Knowing his erstwhile friend, Jojo wouldn’t accept being a co-leader with anyone, if he became the Emperor of Bennin.
“Thank you for your honesty. What are your plans?”
The men sat up a little straighter. That was an encouraging sign.
“We have men in place all over the castle ready to cause disruption, along with a large number of the people ready to demonstrate their dissatisfaction with the current bureaucracy. Regardless of how we seem to you, we have a lot of support. In the past, it has been enough for the bureaucracy to mollify revolting citizens with some reforms.”
“That doesn’t take away the bureaucracy’s power?”
The men smiled and nodded.
“So an assassination can work if the bureaucracy continues to function smoothly?”
The men darkened a bit. “All attempts at assassination have been unsuccessful. None of our guards are assigned to the upper levels of the castle.”
“I can solve that,” Trak said. “I can get men into the Emperor’s chambers.”
Six sets of eyebrows went up. “You can?”
Trak nodded. “Without anyone knowing.” He didn’t want to boast, but he would rather the two groups work together, and that might mean a confrontation with Jojo. “I think I need to talk to Lord Jomio to refine your strategy.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
~
“ANOTHER ONE ON THE LIST HAS ESCAPED before we could get to him,” Kulara said. She crumpled the paper and looked out towards the open landscape, broken only by a pen of goats bleating.
“That means half of our targets have escaped us, plus the warriors they have taken with them.” Valanna looked down at the list. The traitors had left the Arid Lands and seemed to be heading towards Balbaam. “The strategy has changed since we started to root out our betrayers. The Yellow Fox clan acted more quickly than Henrig thought. I think Asem needs us, more now than ever.”
“We agree,” Henrig said. He took another sip of wine. The Vashtans had just arrived to meet them at this oasis, deep into the Arid Lands and almost to the Southern Sea. They didn’t look any more encouraging than Kulara or she felt.
They sat beneath a canopy. Capricious breezes ruffled the cloth above them. In other circumstances, the setting would be rather pleasant. Their discussion intensified their sense of failure. Both groups had split up, and their actions had ended up forcing those they sought to head for Balbaam.
Valanna had noticed the increasing tension eating away at Kulara the last few days. She looked at Derit and then at Henrig. “I think we need to follow those who have fled. We will have to scour Balbaam for them.”
“My team can leave as soon as we have eaten,” Henrig said.
“Come with us on the flyer. You can teleport into the city when you are closer. There is no reason for you to use up your strength jumping all the way to Balbaam.”
He laughed. “Would that I had your ability, Valanna. We might have caught more if we were faster.”
Valanna waved his comment away. 
“Balbaam has more rules than the Arid Lands,” Kulara said, “not to mention, it’s more dangerous for vigilantes like us.”
“We have Asem and King Marom there.”
Kulara looked at Valanna, frowning. “Asem is under house arrest. Do you really think that is King Marom’s wish? He has to placate his Ferezan advisors. Who among them are traitors?”
“We can find that out,” Derit said. “I don’t see a need to sit around and talk any further. Let us eat and leave immediately.”
All six of them boarded Kulara’s fancy flyer and rose thirty stories into the air. Derit would be the first ‘driver’, as they now called the magician who pushed the flyer with the wind spell.
They all took turns driving until nightfall when they landed and Kulara called up water from the ground. Valanna slept beside the flyer on a soft patch of dirt. She was filthy at this point, only taking the time to wash her face and hands in the morning when they took off and at night. Flying through the dusty air of the Arid Lands made them all filthy, given the speed of the flyer. 
After three days, Valanna saw the River Pusuun. Balbaam wasn’t far to the northeast of where they landed for the night.
“Tomorrow we can split up in the city,” Henrig said. “Derit has said she wants to stay with you, Kulara, so we will meet you in the city at some point.”
“The Yellow Foxes will need to be taken care of at the same time as the traitors,” Valanna said. “We’ve gone over all this before, but please don’t be talked into moving sooner than we planned.”
Henrig smiled. “We won’t; in fact, let’s meet the night after tomorrow, an hour after sunset at the inn where you left my message.”
Valanna nodded. She hadn’t enjoyed her role as a hunter and had let Kulara take care of the two traitors they had caught. She didn’t want to let the others know how much she wanted to return to Balbaam, but now that they were ready to leave, Valanna could only feel relief at the decision that the others had made. She didn’t know what they would face tomorrow when they landed on the palace grounds, but Valanna looked forward to returning to the capital from the Arid Lands. She had to admit that she would never make a proper Ferezan woman like Kulara.
~
Valanna looked around the courtyard where they had set down. A gaggle of curiosity-seekers stood around the flyer, daring to touch the thing. She had to smile, since the flyer was an inert device, and only served as a stable platform. Magic powered the flyer, so she didn’t have to worry about someone moving it.
She wore only a robe after her long bath. Valanna didn’t know if the dirt from the Arid Lands would ever come off, but she had scrubbed and soaped and scrubbed again. Kulara had given her a potion to release the black from her hair, and that had required more scrubbing, more of the potion, and then even more scrubbing. Her blond roots had begun to show anyway, and she felt relief when her mirror image showed a blonde woman looking back.
Asem had seemed to be in better spirits than when she had left him, but he wanted time alone with Kulara to talk about Rumanna’s death and its aftermath. Valanna had been politely told to leave them alone until dusk, when dinner would be served.
She hadn’t had any idle moments out of the palace, so she put on a comfortable silk dress and decided to spend some time with Trak’s portfolio. She pulled it from its hiding place in her room beneath a bottom drawer, and then flipped through the pages. 
Memories of her time with Trak and of her time in Pestle with and without him flooded into her mind. She felt her face burn when she finally thought of their last meeting in Amorim. That made Valanna take a deep breath, and then she went back to the portfolio with renewed focus. 
Trak had taken the time to enter a comment on the worry spell and a diagram of the lift spell that they used to elevate the flyers. He had notations for eight levels, from one to thirty stories. He had even made a notation about each story being four paces high. Valanna hadn’t really thought that precisely, although Nullia had taught her a few more power words that that weren’t included in Trak’s collection. 
She pulled out pen and ink and entered the additional power words. She felt closer to Trak somehow when she added to his portfolio. Valanna had learned two more poses since Amorim. As she sketched the poses, she realized again how well Trak had drawn images of himself. After entering the teleport spell and the water spell that Kulara had taught her, she attempted to use the same kind of encryption that Trak did and entered the words on the loose master sheet.
Valanna blew on the last entry and closed the book. Her hand stayed on the cover. When would she see Trak again, if ever? Had their paths finally diverged enough, so that they had truly gone their separate ways? She shuddered as that last meeting preyed on her mind. They both had acted so poorly. Why had she chosen that time to break down with worry about what would happen in Balbaam? How she wished that Trak would have ridden south out of Amorim and caught them on the road to make amends.
She shook her head. Valanna chided herself for thinking like an insecure teenage girl, yet, living with Nullia in eastern Santasia, she saw a prim, secure woman turn into a girl in love. She hoped that Nullia and Sandy were doing well together. Valanna let out another sigh, realizing that she ached to see Trak again.
~
Asem and Kulara seemed more distant at dinner. Kulara didn’t want to talk, and Asem had returned to the aloof manner he had when she had visited him briefly after teleporting all the way from the Arid Lands, but this time no spell caused his dark mood. Valanna looked forward to visiting with the Blue Swans, but her excitement had been dampened by Kulara’s declining to join her.
Valanna walked to the inn during a pleasant evening. There were enough clouds in the sky to make the sunset interesting, but not too many to threaten any kind of precipitation. She smiled at the smells of wood fires and simmering pots, along with grilling meat, as she walked through the cobbled Balbaam streets. Valanna ignored the other smells of habitation as she made her way to the inn. 
She appeared to be the first to arrive and found a table with benches on either side in a darker corner of the establishment. A barmaid sauntered over to take her order. Valanna ordered a light ale, something that was common in Pestle, but rare in the Arid Lands.
When it arrived, her friends had not yet come, so she sat and savored the taste and let a little haze from the alcohol wipe away the tension that she felt.
“You’ve started without us,” Henrig said, showing an amiable frown, and the four Vashtans sat down around Valanna. “I admire your judgement in picking the table we usually occupy.” He seemed to be in good spirits, as did the other three.
Derit had put a welcoming hand on Valanna’s arm once she sat down and leaned over to whisper in her ear. “We have news. Good or bad depends on how you interpret it. Don’t drink too much, you will need a clear head.”
Valanna sat up a bit straighter and leaned against the wall. Did she appear a bit tipsy? She put her hands to her cheeks, but she didn’t feel particularly warm the way she would if she drank too much, which she had only done on a few occasions. “What have you uncovered?”
“The positive news is that the citizens of Balbaam are not involved in an uprising. The bad news is all of the traitors to the King are either staying in the palace or near to it. The Yellow Fox clan has been very busy stirring up a palace coup. It will be a small affair, and the perpetrators are all in close physical proximity to the King.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
~
JOJO STOOD WITH HIS ARMS FOLDED, leaning against one of the flyers. The man seemed to be brooding. Somehow, Trak never thought that Jojo would mope around like a teenager, so he had to smile when Trak remembered that he was in his last year as a teen. Perhaps Trak could act that way, but Jojo’s behavior seemed unseemly. He shook his head after he remembered his grand performance of adolescent behavior in front of Valanna.
“Why don’t we set the future aside and concentrate on what we all have to do immediately to save Bennin from Shinowa and the Vashtans?” Trak said.
Jojo looked up as if he hadn’t heard and nudged a rock with his foot. His arms remained folded. 
“Let’s not work against each other. There is no need.”
“What if I don’t want to?” Jojo said. Trak sought out Jojo’s eyes in the darkness to see what he really meant by his statement, but he didn’t really see the truculence that took Jojo out of the room.
“Then I will rescue the princess, and you can do what you want with whomever you enlist in your cause. If we work together, I really can help.”
“I know you can,” Jojo said. Trak had to concentrate to listen; Jojo’s words were so quiet. “I’d rather you stick around and help me keep things peaceful once we win.”
Trak let the night sounds come between them for a bit. “You know I can’t do that. I have to save my two fathers in Torya.”
Jojo nodded his head. His mood had changed while Trak was by his side. Jojo took a deep breath of resignation. “How can you help me…us,” he amended.
“I can get a small force into a secret passage that leads from the Emperor’s sitting room to his private pantry. From there we can go anywhere in the two upper floors.”
“No, you can’t,” Jojo said. “I heard there is a passage that they bricked up. That is undoubtedly the one.”
Trak grit his teeth. Of course, he would have done the same. “I can teleport into the room itself,” he said.
“Too dangerous. We could all be cut down at once.”
Jojo’s objections were getting tiresome. 
“In a few hours, I’ll teleport up to the second to the top floor, outside in the corridor, and find another place to arrive.”
“Then what if you are captured?”
Trak made a dismissive expression, but realized that Jojo probably didn’t see it. “I teleport out. Wink in and wink out. What do we have to lose?”
“You?”
“I am nothing without the princess to return to Torya.” Actually, Trak finally felt some desperation caused by Neel and Able’s captivity. He could walk away from the Toryans and not feel guilty, but he couldn’t desert his fathers.
“Then do it. None of us are ready to go tonight. We’ve been wandering around Beniko too long today.” He wiped his face with a hand. “I’m going to sleep.”
“And I am going to work,” Trak said. They weren’t working together, but Trak sensed that some of the anger Jojo displayed had drained away in the cooler night air.
~
“Every trip you take magnifies your risk,” Tembul said, as he held Trak’s wrapped sword. 
“I won’t be gone for long. We have to have a landing place for our people, and that means I have to scout the upper floors. The Vashtans’ teleportation spell isn’t as accurate as mine, and that might mean the difference between success or failure.”
“I know, I know,” Tembul said. “But you need to be careful. Are you sure you won’t need me?”
Trak nodded. “If we go together, and I lose touch with you, the risk that you talked about becomes much greater. It’s easier to take care of myself.”
Hana stepped into the room. Trak had forgotten all about the princess’s companion. “If you want to see the princess, she’s on the northeast side of the upper floor, at least she was when I last waited on her.” Hana grimaced and left Trak wondering what she had done to the princess to earn her a special room in the dungeons. Hana made the princess sound like an awful harridan. Trak shrugged his shoulders. Tonight’s foray would be quick, especially if he could find a suitable alcove in the hallway in the Emperor’s quarters.
Without a magician to create a shield, Trak drew his sword. He wouldn’t arrive without baring his teeth.
“Good luck,” Tembul said. “I’ll be right here when you return.”
Trak took a moment to listen to the silence in the house. He took a deep breath and raised his sword, so that the sharp blade was ready to protect his face. 
In an instant, he stood in the Emperor’s sitting room. A single lamp dimly lit the deserted room. Trak lifted the corner of his mouth, wondering if he shouldn’t return and bring everyone back, but they were in no shape to fight. Jojo had returned to the sitting room and had too much to drink. He had passed out on the low couch, together with his ‘headquarters’ littered around him in similar states.
Trak went to the opening that led to the pantry and verified that the secret pathway had been bricked over. He knocked his sword on a brick, discovering that they had put up one layer. He could nearly destroy that with a gust of wind. That could serve as an emergency entry or exit. He hoped his enemies had used poor judgment rather than set up a trap.
He slipped to the doorway leading out of the room and put his ear to the door to listen in. He spelled enhanced hearing and could only make out two sets of footsteps some distance away. The door was unlocked, so he created a silence spell that he perceived as a shield for sound, before he slid the door open. 
A bell clanged, but Trak looked up and hoped that his spell muffled the noise. He stepped out into the hallway, keeping on the carpet as best he could, even though the soft boots that he wore would be virtually silent. Trak walked away from a stairway leading down that began on this floor. That meant that the steps to the upper level would be somewhere else.
He leaned over the railing and saw two guards standing at the bottom of the stairway on the level below. That must have meant that the Emperor enjoyed two levels of privacy. He looked up at the ceiling, wondering if everyone slept on the top floor. 
Trak spotted an alcove lined with windows looking out over Beniko. There was room enough for them to appear in that spot, out of the way, yet able to move in either direction. If they wanted, they could destroy the stairway and keep the guards from rushing them from below, if there weren’t servant stairs. Trak recalled Nashi’s plans had a space where such stairs might be. Trak moved across the hallway and found a bend in the wall. He lit a mage light and could see the seams of a door. He pushed on it and the door popped open. The stairway went up and down. The walls weren’t dressed smooth like the hallway. This had to be a servant’s entrance. He entered and closed the door. He had seen enough of this level and decided to peek in at the top, using the back stairs. 
Trak could feel the rough stone steps through his boots as he ascended, his sword held in front of him. He called another mage light, as tiny as he could make it, and continued up past a landing and to a door. Unfinished wood, aged to a dark red, led out into the top level and the princess. 
Trak fought with himself. Should he go further and risk detection or return to Mori’s house, still calling his trip a success? Curiosity won out, and Trak found a handle. He pulled it towards him, since he remembered the door was spring-loaded. He heard the faintest of clicks, and the door released. He looked through the open crack. The upper level seemed deserted, dimly lit by flickering amber lamps. Trak slipped out and closed the door, noting that the hinges and locking mechanism were well-oiled. He shook his head slightly and realized that the Emperor wouldn’t want to be disturbed by the movements of servants.
Light from the edges of the door in the Northeast corner leading from a square central hall was enough to illuminate Trak’s way. He heard voices arguing in whispers coming from that door. It opened. A man walked out holding one side of his face. A woman of incredible beauty, marred by an angry face, shut the door as soon as she could.
Trak listened for any other noises. He heard the sound of sobs coming from the room, and that generated anger towards the man who approached him unknowingly in the dark. 
“Who is there?” the man said in very poor Benninese. Trak squinted his eyes but couldn’t make out the man’s features. He certainly knew the owner of the voice and made an instant decision.
Trak grabbed the man’s hand when light came from another room at the sound of Lenis’s voice.
Lenis tried to throw off Trak’s grip, but then he gasped as he realized who held him in the Emperor’s quarters. He looked uncomprehendingly at Trak. “You!”
“Me!” Trak said, bringing his sword up to caress Lenis’s neck with the sharp edge. He teleported.
Tembul struggled to his feet and rubbed sleep from his eyes.
“I brought along a visitor…an old friend.” Trak pushed Lenis down on his bed. “Tembul desperately wants to take you back to Torya.”
“No!” Lenis said. He tried to rise to his feet, but the tip of Trak’s sword made him shrink back down.
Hana ran into the room. “Lenis!” she said in anger. She looked at Trak. “Why did you bring him here?”
“Tembul knows why. The opportunity came, and I grabbed it, literally,” Trak said. “Get some rope and tie him up.” 
In no time, Tembul bound and gagged Lenis. Trak dragged him into the sitting room to the music of Jojo’s ‘headquarters’ snoring away. 
“Good night. We will talk tomorrow,” Trak said before he laid a sleep spell on the Toryan. 
He returned to his room. Tembul sat listening to Hana complain about Lenis’s abuse as her self-appointed jailer. He’d probably hear much the same tomorrow from the Vashtans.
She looked up at Trak. “You’ll regret it if you take him along with you. I know that man, and he is trouble!”
Trak nodded. After all the late-night activity, he suddenly felt very tired. “I share your sentiments, my lady. I have a few items to discuss with Tembul before I faint from lack of sleep. If you will excuse us?”
Hana huffed her way out of Trak’s bedroom. Trak took off his black clothes and sat on his bed, rubbing his head. Maybe that could keep him awake for a few moments longer. 
“I learned a lot. A single layer of brick blocks the secret stairway from the pantry. I think that might be a trap. A strong man could kick it in. I found an ideal alcove to teleport to. I think it is an observation area, since the wall has glass windows.” Trak rubbed his eyes. “There is a servants’ stair. Don’t let me forget that. We can use that rather than the main stairway, and there is only one set of formal steps up to the Emperor’s level. I could destroy that to prevent any pursuit while we make off with the princess.”
Trak fought to keep his eyes open. “I think I saw her. She was, is stunningly beautiful. Hopefully, I’ll remember her well enough to verify from Hana and Sirul that she is the one. Lenis and she were having words very early in the morning.” Trak yawned. “That’s enough for now. I’m going to sleep.”
~
Hana made a face, like she usually did, when Sirul admitted that his cousin looked like the person that Trak had glimpsed in the middle of the night.
“A sweet face, yet a poisonous personality,” Hana said. She made another face at Sirul, “You should know that well enough.”
“It’s true,” Sirul said. “My uncle didn’t sell his daughter into slavery for political purposes alone.”
“Then why does everyone want her to return?” Trak couldn’t understand any of this, except he wanted his fathers released.
“Lenis will probably confirm what I said.” Sirul looked across the room. Lenis still slumbered under Trak’s spell, even though he had been dragged from Trak’s bedroom to the study. 
“I’d just as soon keep him under until the princess is in our hands,” Trak said. 
“I agree,” Jojo chimed in. He looked tired. 
Mori walked in with breakfast. She ended up not wanting any more damage to her cooking area, so she proclaimed herself the owner of the kitchen. Trak thought her taking over the premises helped her shake off the shock of her abduction.
“Eat first. I’ll serve the others in a second shift,” she said, eyeing Tembul and shaking her head in the direction of the food.
“So when should we move?” Trak said. Tembul had suggested that he give Jojo as much decision-making as Trak could stand. Jojo might still become an ally, if he succeeded, and there was no question that their relationship needed some mending.
“Tonight, just as everyone settles down to sleep. They will have had food and drink enough to dull their wits. I agree with your plan except to destroy the main stairway,” he said.
Trak disagreed and mulled over Jojo’s change. “What if we destroy the stairway after we have taken the Emperor and the princess? We can teleport you to the upper two levels, if needed.”
Jojo pursed his lips. “You will guarantee that?”
“There will still be two stairways, the servant stairs and the passage to the pantry. Those can be easily defended,” Trak said. “But if you can get your side ready to move three or four hours after dusk, we will work with you to secure the upper parts of the castle while your forces come up from below. With the stairs gone, Shinowa and the Vashtans will be squeezed together.”
Jojo raised his hands. “I surrender, but I want the Vashtans taken out.”
“Thoroughly,” Ferikan said. “Now that we have the strength and the opportunity to strike back, we will.” 
Trak admired the look of determination on Ferikan’s face. Everyone’s time to act had finally coincided, and they had to move before anyone had second thoughts.
After breakfast, the others napped or sharpened weapons. The Vashtans looked over the castle plans for the areas that Trak had verified in his earlier trips. 
Jojo and his ‘headquarters’ left to arrange their local forces at midday; they wouldn’t be returning one way or another. Trak walked into the room the Vashtans had taken over. “Remember to use the worry spell whenever you can. It may save lives. That includes Jojo’s men and Jojo. The last thing we need is to have them ensorcelled again.”
The Vashtans all nodded. Ferikan gave Trak an amulet. “I kept this hidden in the cells. I won’t tell you where. Place this in the alcove, so we can teleport safely, using it as a guide.”
Mori walked into the room and dumped blue robes, rather than the more common color of black, onto the floor. “Wear these, so Trak and Jojo don’t mistake you for your misguided brothers.”
Ferikan smiled. “Blue for Blue Swans. I like it.”
~
Mori had just fed Lenis in the later afternoon after the Toryan woke up. Trak sat on his haunches and looked into Lenis’s angry eyes. “I’m taking you back to Torya with the princess. You might not like it, but you will go all the way trussed up or under a spell. I don’t like you, and I don’t trust you.”
Lenis spit in Trak’s face. “Foreigner!”
Trak wiped his face. “We are both foreigners here. What was your purpose other than to betray our mission and Torya?”
Lenis looked away, clamping his lips shut,
Without a second thought, he put Lenis under a poseless truth spell. “What have you been doing for Shinowa?”
After twisting back to look at Trak, Lenis’s eyes became calm. “I interpreted for them. The princess had refused to learn Benninese. For that I was given a gilded, unlocked cell, but a cell nevertheless.”
“Paka, what was his role?”
“Hokono worked for Shinowa.”
“Worked?” Trak asked.
“Nashi had him killed when he took Hokono’s place.” Trak thought the bitterness in his expression was genuine.
Trak sat back and crossed his legs. Nashi was one that Jojo could take care of. “What were you doing in the princess’s room before she kicked you out?”
Lenis’s face turned red. “I tried to take advantage of her. She is quite beautiful.”
“I understand that her beauty has quite a bite.”
Lenis seemed to relax, just a bit. “It does, and I was unsuccessful.”
One more question and he would put Lenis back to sleep. “Does the Emperor or Shinowa expect us to attack?”
“Nashi does, but it doesn’t look like the Emperor or Shinowa believe that you have the ability. I am not in on their meetings.” 
Trak could sense some bitterness in that declaration, since it appeared he was only a tool.
~
Trak appeared in the alcove and immediately dropped the amulet. No one walked the hallway, so he returned to the house, facing the three Vashtans, now wearing blue robes.
“The amulet is in place. Go now and destroy the stairway right across from the alcove,” Trak said. Tembul and Sirul stood ready for Trak to teleport them as soon as the Vashtans left. 
Markik and Boriak held onto Ferikan as he crouched down to teleport. Nothing happened. Ferikan looked helplessly at Trak. “The amulet has been moved to where we can’t teleport or it has been destroyed.” 
Trak furrowed his brow. Not now, he thought, but as he furiously searched for a reason it might not have worked, he shouted out, “Worry!” Trak clutched his fists in frustration and brought them to his temples. “What an idiot! When I cleaned you of any spells, did you have the amulet on you?”
Ferikan nodded. “I did.” He looked dejected. 
Trak took a deep breath. “I deactivated it. All of you hold on to me. I’ll take you there in one jump.”
Once back in the alcove, Trak picked up the amulet and handed it to Ferikan and put his finger to his lips. “Go!” he mouthed and disappeared.
Tembul stood with his arms folded. “That seemed to work,” he said drily. 
Trak grinned and shook his head. 
The Vashtans had already moved to the stairway and assumed poses that looked like the destruction pose that Trak had learned. They said a power word that was quite different from the one Trak learned, and the stairway collapsed in what sounded like an explosion. They had passed the point of no return, since everyone in the castle would have heard that.
“It will take them time to get rope and grappling hooks.” Trak said. “Go to the sitting room.” Trak led the way. The sitting room was empty.
He left the Vashtans and assigned Sirul and Tembul their positions at the servant stairway while Trak took the stairway up to the Imperial sleeping quarters, three steps at a time, and arrived at the top of the stairs. He opened the door to the Emperor’s quarters. Empty. He opened the door to the other five rooms at the top and clamped his lips together in front of the princess’s door. Fearing that she wouldn’t be in, he slid it open slowly, and his stomach dropped. It was empty as well. 
~~~
 



 
Chapter Thirty
~
TRAK’S PLANS WERE RUINED. One of Jojo’s men must have alerted the Emperor. He took a deep breath, teleported to the sitting room, and grabbed the Blue Swans. They met with Tembul and Sirul. So far, no one had bothered to attack them.
“If there is no one up here, why should they?” Tembul said. The upper floors have no strategic function in a hand-to-hand fight. We are essentially isolated up here.”
“They may think that,” Trak said. “Perhaps they are thinking like Vashtans. I can teleport us anywhere in the castle where I’ve been before. Everyone hold hands.”
Trak could feel the power of every magician as he teleported the entire group down to the next level. 
“We are five levels from the main floor,” Trak said. “Let’s fight our way down.” Trak pulled his sword, ready to skewer any attacker with a pulse of power. This time he wouldn’t need to pose. He clamped his lips tightly, steeling himself for the task and the loss of life that would likely occur. 
He heard something outside and ran to a window. Down below, men and women clashed against the palace guard. At least Jojo hadn’t turned on him. 
Shouting erupted from a lower level. Men ran up the stairs as the Blue Swans threw bolts of power towards the oncoming guards. By the time Trak had made it to the bannister, the guards had withdrawn. 
“Tembul, the servant stairway!” Trak said from across the wide stairway. The Toryan nodded and pulled on the Sirul’s sleeve. He looked at Ferikan. “Two of you keep up your poses towards the stairway, and the others create a shield now. Don’t lower your defenses until you have to fight.”
“You’ve done this before,” Ferikan nodded. 
“I have, this and worse,” Trak said as he began to search the floor. As they descended, each level took up more space, but he quickly made his way around the perimeter, finding a few servants and poorly-dressed bureaucrats huddling in closets and under furniture. 
Trak herded them towards Tembul. “Let them go. If the guards try to use them as shields…” Trak shook his head. The terrified Benninese rushed down the stairway. 
One door remained for Trak. He ran to the Emperor’s pantry door and opened it after creating a shield. 
A bolt of lightning splashed against him, forcing him back a few steps. He poked his sword through his shield and sent a needle of energy through his sword into the darkness, and then he lit a mage light to see what damage he had done. 
A Vashtan, glazed eyes open, looked up at the ceiling. Trak ran through the pantry and opened the door to the passageway, staying out of the way. A sheet of fire lit up the door, and through Trak’s new shield, he saw two Vashtans struggling to get through the brick wall at the top of the stairway. 
He had no idea how many of the Yellow Fox clan inhabited the castle, but soon there were three less. Trak realized he didn’t suffer from much regret at ending their lives. He gazed up at the brick wall that the Vashtans couldn’t break through, or hadn’t thought to, given their panic. Ironic, he thought. It had become a barrier to their survival.
Trak chided himself for standing and thinking rather than acting. Now that the Vashtans had been taken care of, he ran back to the stairway. Two more black-robed Vashtans lay on the floor along with one in blue.
Ferikan turned, breaking his shield pose and rushed to Trak. “I don’t know where they were hiding, but these two were able to pierce Boriak’s defenses. Markik and I…”
“I can see,” Trak said. “I took care of three more. I don’t know where those two were hiding.” He looked over the bannister and saw the stairway littered with bodies. At least twenty men decorated the steps. Trak felt frustrated. He couldn’t retrieve the princess stuck up here. With regret, he destroyed the stairs, and they all joined Tembul and Sirul at the servant’s stairway.
“Only one attempted to get through here,” Tembul said. 
Trak poked his head in the stairway and saw the body of one of the bureaucrats he had rousted out. This time the man had a sword in his hand. He couldn’t help shaking his head.
“How many Yellow Foxes were there in Beniko?” Trak asked.
“No more than ten,” Ferikan said.
“Magically, that evens things up a bit,” Trak said. He pointed with his sword and led everyone down the stairway. He felt bad about the loss of Boriak, but he refused to think that the Blue Swan died in vain. He created a shield that followed his sword, making the tip stick out a bit like the stem of a parasol. This way he could hold the shield and still use the sword to shoot whatever he wished. 
They descended past a landing, hearing footsteps clatter out of the way. Trak poked his head around the corner and saw a black-robed arm withdrawing from the open doorway. 
He looked up. “At least one more Vashtan,” he said quietly. “Be alert for someone flanking us.” 
Ferikan nodded and turned to look back up the stairs.
Trak descended step by step. He had nearly reached the bottom of the stairway when a gout of flame splashed against the floor with tongues slipping through gaps in Trak’s shield. Luckily, he hadn’t stepped down or his feet would have been singed. 
He wouldn’t permit that to happen again as he descended to the landing. Another two bolts hit his shield at the top and the bottom simultaneously. The Vashtans must have thought he had to adjust his pose every time he moved forward. 
“Everyone okay?” he said looking behind him.
Tembul patted the top of his head, smoking from the bolt of fire. “Not quite, but under control,” he said.
“Get ready." Trak rushed out into the room, surrounded by ten or fifteen guards and three Vashtans. The magicians poured lightning bolts into Trak’s shield, but the onslaught only caused him to step back a half step. He aimed his sword and took care of two Vashtans with a bolt apiece before the third broke his pose and pushed his way back through the guards. Trak could hear his steps on the stairs leading down to the next floor.
“Anyone want to surrender?” Tembul said from behind Trak. 
Swords clattered to the ground and a few guards joined the Vashtan down the stairway. Trak sent the Blue Swans to quickly search this floor for the enemy.
“Sit with your hands on your heads,” Tembul said. Obviously, the Toryan had more experience than Trak at taking prisoners. Eleven men sat where they were. Sirul and Markik piled swords and knives next to the servant’s door.
One of the men had more decorations on his uniform. Trak administered a truth spell. 
“Where is the Toryan princess?” he said.
“In the Emperor’s personal armory with Shinowa and the Emperor.”
“And others, I imagine?”
The man nodded. “Yes.”
“Where is the weapons room?”
“One floor down in the West Wing.”
Trak walked to the west side of the castle and saw light shining through the shuttered windows of the top level of the West Wing. An arrow flew up from the stairway and embedded itself into the window casing above Trak’s head, followed by a few more. Trak created a heavier shield and let the arrows clatter dully against the shield as he walked to the head of the stairway and looked down. He fired three needles of fire and dropped a trio of archers. 
Ferikan returned. “We have secured this level.”
Trak nodded and walked back beside Tembul. 
“Up, all of you,” Trak said to the prisoners. “Walk down the stairs. Don’t run, or you won’t like the consequences.” 
Trak noticed the frightened faces of the surrendered men and women as they descended, three abreast down the stairway. There was an alcove facing south on this level of the castle, and Trak ordered Ferikan to herd their prisoners into that. He created a wide shield to protect his men’s backs as they stood guard. 
“Sirul and Markik, guard the prisoners. One to shield and one ready to kill,” Trak said. The sounds of fighting became stronger from below. “I think Jojo’s forces should be joining you soon enough.”
Trak motioned to Ferikan and Tembul to follow him. Trak rubbed his hand over Tembul’s head. “Your hair isn’t very soft, now. The ladies won’t like that,” Trak said it to reduce tension, and if it didn’t work for Tembul, it did for him. 
“Be ready for surprises,” Ferikan said. 
“I’ve had enough surprises,” Tembul gave Trak a dirty look, and they made their way to the West Wing. 
From what Trak could recall of the plans, the West Wing started at this level, the top floor of the armory stretching nearly two stories high.
Twenty guards clustered across the wide archway that led to the exterior corridor. The armory took up all the top level of the wing. 
“I’ve made it this far from the Emperor’s quarters,” Trak said to the defenders. “Chances are good that you will die where you stand. I worry about your future.” 
Half the men swayed visibly from where Trak stood. He could have done this previously, but the press of battle had forced him to forget. 
The soldiers re-gripped their weapons. Trak sensed their anxiety.
“I won’t fight those who will lay down their weapons.”
Eight of the guards stepped forward and threw their weapons into a pile. Trak saw an opportunity to scare a few more and pointed his blade at the pile of swords and fed lightning into the metal, fusing blade to blade. He stopped when he noticed his power declining. He couldn’t afford to let any more power drain if he would be fighting more Vashtans and Shinowa. Three more swords were added to the glowing pile. 
“Go and sit with your fellow guards in the alcove. Attack the two magicians standing guard at your peril.
The guards quickly shuffled past Trak. 
An officer of the guard stood in front of the remaining Benninese. “Noble words from a man who stands behind the cowardice of magic.” He drew his sword. “Fight like a man, boy.” The officer sneered and puffed up his chest.
“Be ready to push the other men back,” Trak said to those behind him. He willed his shield down and stood, relaxed in front of the officer. “I am the age between a man and a boy, true, but I also know how to handle a sword. Shall we dance?” Trak said. He hadn’t used that phrase since learning in Master Gio’s fencing school. He hoped it came out the way he intended in Benninese.
His opponent turned red and attacked him with a flurry of thrusts. Trak deflected them to his left and to his right, never losing his balance. The officer’s brows went up. That kind of attack must have been successful on the Benninese practice field, since Jojo had first started sparring with Trak the same way in the mines. Trak parried another thrust and then deflected the next to his right and stepped up and poked the officer in the eye with his finger.
The man dropped his sword and clutched his face. “You cheated!”
“I won.” Trak said kicking the officer’s sword to the pile of swords. “You also have your life at the expense of a sore eye.” Trak looked at the other guards. He could see them fidget. “Another?” Trak said as he performed an abbreviated practice form. “If you are through, put your arms up in the air and walk to join the others. You may all live to guard another Emperor on another day,” Trak said, not knowing if that was true or not. Jojo might have all the men killed, but Trak would counsel against it. Most of these men were just doing their jobs.
“That didn’t take long,” Tembul said. “You did that in less time than it would take to get my hair trimmed.” He clapped Trak’s shoulder as he looked back at the men joining their fellow captives. 
“Warming up. Our biggest test lies within,” Trak said. He felt uncomfortable being the leader among all of these men, but if he didn’t lead them on, more lives would be lost. After taking a deep breath, he stepped from the carpet of the main castle to the stone-flagged floor of the West Wing.
The corridor had been emptied of men. He didn’t even once think that the guards would have left the Emperor undefended. Trak still hoped that the princess survived. With the shield back up, Trak led them to the room he thought to be the armory. 
He tried the first solid wood door and found it locked. This time he would attempt an intimidating entrance. 
“Stand back,” he said loudly, but he stopped, raised his hand, and then said quietly, “There are two doors to this room?” 
Tembul nodded.
Trak tiptoed to the other, beckoning the others to follow, and blasted the door open with a push of power. The door left its hinges and twirled to crash into a window on the other side of the room, accompanied by the sound of breaking glass. He stepped inside after activating his shield.
A gaggle of soldiers stood with swords and bows pointed towards the other door and were in the process of turning in Trak’s direction. The Emperor, Shinowa, two Vashtans, Nashi, as well as a few women, including the princess, stood behind the guards, totally exposed to Trak. 
The Vashtans and Shinowa quickly held hands and sent a bolt of lightning at Trak. The violence of the energy pushed Trak back a few paces, but he held his shield.
“Sit on the floor, and you will not get hurt,” Trak said. He let a needle of fire hit the opposite wall above their heads and dissipate. 
“Worry!” Ferikan said. 
Shinowa fainted, but the two Vashtans stood, one holding onto the arm of the other while they formed poses. 
Before they could say a power word Trak spelled a blast of wind, and the entire entourage rolled across the floor and piled against the burning wall. 
Ferikan ran towards the pile of enemy and dispatched the two Vashtans before they had a chance to stand.
“I guess we won’t be asking them any questions,” Tembul said. 
Jojo rushed into the room with armed men and women behind him and looked, eyes wide open and jaw dropped, at the scene.
“Does this mean we can leave?” Trak said. He sat wearily down on the floor. 
Shinowa grinned, jumped up, glaring at Jojo, and began to pose, “Your magician friend is unable to help you now, Jomio,” he said.  “I’ll take care of him and then you.”
Still in a sitting position, Trak merely lifted the tip of his sword and sent a focused blast of wind that blew Shinowa back through a window, where he broke through the glass and the wooden shutters to drop to the switchback approach road far below.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Thirty-One
~
“OBVIOUSLY, HE DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT YOUR POSELESS POWER,” Jojo said after the Emperor and his retinue, including Nashi, had been taken to the dungeons. 
Trak figured that the Emperor would be in Lenis’s old cell or Hana’s. It wasn’t for him to decide what would happen to Bennin. He just wanted to leave. He stood, leaning against a wall. He had taxed his power and felt fortunate he wouldn’t have to use magic for a day or two.
Guards had dragged a chair from the side of the room close to Jojo and Trak. 
“What happens to me?” the princess said, arching her perfect eyebrow. 
Trak was so tired that the woman’s beauty didn’t move him very much. “We will be heading for Torya, Eastern Torya, where you have friends,” Trak said in Toryan.
“Into another civil war?” she said. She narrowed her eyes, trying to make her face look angry. 
“To avert a civil war, Your Highness,” Tembul said. He gave the princess a tightly controlled bow.
She looked from Trak to Sirul. “Where is Lord Lenis?”
“Safe,” Trak said. “If you will excuse me." He bowed and walked out of the large room. Jojo followed him. “What happens now?” Trak said to Jojo. “I thought it would be rude to speak Benninese in front of the princess.”
Jojo looked at Trak appraisingly. “You made this possible.”
“What possible? Your task has barely begun,” Trak said. “Bennin is currently unstable.” He thought back to all his political lessons from Misson Dalistro. “You will either bring the Emperor back to power, or you will have to kill him, and then there are those guards of the prison camps and everywhere else that you’ll have to find a way to pacify. Your people need reassurance, so renovating the bureaucracy will have to be handled delicately.”
Jojo laughed. “You are a statesman, too.”
“I had political histories drilled into my head a few years ago.”
“I admire the driller.”
“Misson Dalistro of Santasia. I think the two of you would get along nicely. As for me, I’ve read about coups before.”
“Stay. Tembul and the other Toryans can take your princess to Torya.”
Trak looked around at the castle. Jojo had been as honest as he could be and had opened up his life to poseless magic. He owed much to him, but Trak felt that perhaps Jojo had been paid back in full. “I’m tempted until I think of my two fathers. Perhaps I will return after they are released.”
“If you do, you will be as welcome as a brother would be.” He grinned at Trak and gave him a big hug. “Let me know whatever you need for your trip.”
“I will,” Trak said. “The princess will be collected tomorrow afternoon. If you would have someone pack her possessions, I would appreciate it. We will use the flyers to get to Homika and a ship north.”
“You are responsible for saving my country,” Jojo bowed. “I will take your advice and proceed slowly. If you can, write me a letter from time to time to let me know where you are and what you are doing. I would do the same, but I don’t know where you will be.”
Trak smiled. “I have no idea, either.” At least Trak had finally found a place where he would be welcome. One place in the world, and he just finished a fight to receive such an invitation. He sighed and bowed to Jojo before he teleported to the house.
Hana sat on the porch in the dark, humming some tune tunelessly. Trak smiled and cried out, “Boo!”
She screamed and covered her face with her hands and cringed. “Ghosts, stay away from me?”
“Don’t worry. I’m not a ghost, yet." He sat down beside her. “We will leave for Torya the day after tomorrow. Jojo has won.”
“Won, eh?” Mori said, coming out of the mansion. “He will ruin himself and the country if he tries to run Bennin. Take me with you.”
“Are you really serious?” Trak said.
Mori nodded. “I can get my affairs settled today and tomorrow and be ready when you leave.”
Trak scratched his head. “There is no way I can deny your request?”
“None,” Mori said. “Jojo doesn’t need me, and I would rather be rid of him for a while. I can always return.”
“How is Lenis?” 
“He sleeps like the baby that he isn’t. I guess you can tell him tomorrow that you are leaving,” Mori sat down next to Trak. 
“I intend to keep him asleep until we are on a ship to Torya. I don’t trust him.”
Mori lifted the corner of her mouth. “I wouldn’t.” She put her hand over his and leaned against the wall. “Hero, tell me how you saved Bennin from the Vashtans.”
~
At breakfast, Ferikan took Trak aside. “I would like to bury Boriak’s body in the jungle somewhere. We do much the same thing at home.”
“You do that. I would feel privileged to take him on my flyer.”
Ferikan nodded. “We have lost a magician to fly.” Trak noticed the trace of worry in his voice.
“No, you haven’t,” Sirul said, joining them. “Princess Pullia is a strong magician.”
Trak laughed. “Pullia? What kind of name is that?”
“One she never likes to hear,” Sirul said, looking sorrowful. “Please let me fly on the opposite flyer from her.”
“I can do that, too,” Trak said. 
Most of those in the mansion left to get what they would need to fly away. Trak walked through the market of Beniko, with his hood pulled back. People greeted him and bowed. Women came up to him and thanked him for saving the lives of their husband or son, but there were still plenty of Benninese who had died in the coup. 
Trak bought a few exotic trinkets for his fathers. He found a silk dress in the Benninese style that he bought for Valanna in hopes he would see her again.
The next day, Trak teleported to the castle and met with Jojo, now dressed better than he had ever seen the man, in the Emperor’s court room. He had set up a table and chairs on the side of the room, leaving the Emperor’s throne empty.
“Good move,” Trak said in Benninese to Jojo. Princess Pullia looked on with a disagreeable expression. 
“The Princess?” Jojo furrowed his brow, confused.
“No.” He pointed with his chin to the throne. “Not sitting there.”
Jojo nodded. “I thought about what you said all night long and received agreement from some trusted advisors who had returned once they heard of Shinowa’s ‘fall’ from power.” He laughed at his pun.
Trak managed a smile. “Good. Keep listening to them. They have to be smarter than a teenager like me.”
“False modesty,” Jojo said. “I apologize for underestimating you.”
“Perhaps you did, and perhaps you didn’t,” Trak said. With the end of his mission staring him in the face, he felt let down. His adventure in a foreign land had not been the fun expedition in the jungle like he had thought. “I’ll take her now.”
“We will leave, Your Highness,” Trak said in Toryan. She had a single trunk at her side.
“We will ship the rest later this week,” Jojo said in broken Toryan, and then he shifted to Benninese. “There are many who are glad to see her go.”
“I join in their glee,” the princess said in better Benninese than Trak could speak. 
Trak cringed at the malice in her voice. He nodded to a shocked Jojo, who actually showed a trace of fear on his face.
“I will hold your hand to teleport you,” Trak said. He didn’t know what to expect when he violated the princess’s space. He remembered the anger on her face when Lenis left her rooms.
She put out her hand. Trak lifted her single trunk on its side, so he could lay his hand other on it, and then they winked out.
~
“I refuse to travel with a dead body,” Princess Pullia said, lifting her chin.
“Fine. You will ride with the Vashtans. Mori will be there as your, uh, chaperone.”
Hana had already expressed her strong desire to fly apart from the princess. 
All of them stood by their respective flyers. Sirul, Trak, Tembul, Hana and Boriak’s body were to ride in one flyer and Ferikan, Markik, Mori and the princess traveled with Lenis’s slumbering form in the other. Trak didn’t think that the princess would lower herself to create wind in a pose, so he taught Ferikan the lift spells. 
They all climbed aboard, and Trak nodded to Ferikan. The two flyers lifted thirty stories into the air. All three of the women shrieked, Mori and Hana in fear, and, surprisingly, Princess Pullia squealed with delight and clapped her hands.
Trak nodded to Ferikan, and they both assumed wind poses, although Trak didn’t have to, and flew out over the roofs of Beniko. Soon they left the capital city far behind. Even the castle, as tall as it was, fell from sight.
After a morning of flying, Markik pointed to a clearing in the vast expanse of jungle. They landed both flyers, and everyone sought out the jungle for a bit. Ferikan and Markik carried Boriak’s body with them and after a half hour, they returned with grim faces. Trak had asked to go with them, but both immediately declined.
They took off again and flew until dusk. Tembul took Trak’s place, and Markik proved himself to be sufficiently adept with the wind spell.
Once they had eaten a meal that Mori prepared, the jungle sounds began to increase, but not enough to keep nine weary travelers from falling into deep sleeps.
~
The next morning, Princess Pullia asked Ferikan if she could propel the flyer. 
“You can always put her to sleep and invoke the worry spell,” Trak said. “It will let the flyer float down gently,” 
Ferikan nodded, but Trak could tell his counsel hadn’t eliminated Ferikan’s skittishness. 
“She is not a nice person,” Ferikan said.
“We all know that. Now that Boriak has been seen to,” Trak didn’t know what the Vashtans did to Boriak’s body, “she can fly with me in the afternoon, and you can take Hana and Sirul.”
That made Ferikan relax.
Princess Pullia kept to herself and, in the afternoon she shifted over to Trak’s flyer. She snorted at Sirul and Hana when they passed her. Trak felt that he could always pay more attention to Mori if the princess became too much of a bore. The princess’s good behavior didn’t last.
“I won’t spend another night on the ground,” the princess said to Trak. “I won’t, and you will arrange for me to sleep in a proper bed tonight.”
Trak wanted to protest, but the princess stood by his side and pointed out the roofs of a city not too far ahead. He signaled to Ferikan to stop. They glided to a stop in the air. 
Ferikan leaned over the flyer’s railing.
“The princess demands a bed tonight. We can put the flyers down and walk to an inn.”
Ferikan conferred with those in his group. “We will guard the flyers and keep Lenis asleep. You can take her into the city.”
Trak nodded. He didn’t like the schism in the travelers that the princess caused, but at this point, he wanted to avoid the woman screaming at him all the way to Kizru. 
~
The city seemed on edge to Trak. People scurried from place to place. No one seemed to want to talk to them. When they reached the center of town, Trak spotted a fancy inn. Jojo had given them plenty of Benninese coins when they had left, so Trak really didn’t worry about cost.
Princess Pullia stayed silent. She had at least put on the nondescript clothing that Mori had provided.
They entered an inn, and Trak walked up to the little booth where he could secure a room.
“Rooms for four,” he said. 
“Just about filled up with scared merchants.”
Trak wondered about that. “What’s the matter?”
“Riots in Homiko. If you are headed north, I suggest you think again,” the innkeeper said.
“You probably haven’t heard, but birds have gone out to most cities with the news of a coup in Beniko. Homiko has a large number of merchants and bureaucrats loyal to the Emperor. It’s not safe in the city.”
“But we want to sail to Amorim,” Trak said.
“Won’t be a ship in that port for a month or more. I heard the rioters burned all the piers.”
Trak’s vision of a quick exit from Bennin had just evaporated. “I’ve got to head north.”
“I suppose you could head directly east to Paloa. There is a port—“
“Lalalo,” Mori said. “I know of it. Not our best option. There are few ships coming and going to that port, but we might get lucky.”
“Right. Most of the traffic out of Paloa heads for ports in southern Warish, Pestlan, and Sesta. If you are worried about catching a ship, there might be more using Lalao with Homiko closed. You could travel overland to Amorim via Balbaam. Might save you a lot of time, if the ships stay away from Homika for a while.”
Trak looked at Mori, who nodded. “Thank you for the information. Now about those rooms?”
“I have two left. The women can share a room, and you three can have a room with two beds. That’s all I have.” 
Trak settled up with the innkeeper, and the five of them ate a cooked meal in the dining room.
“At least the food is decent,” Mori said.
It was apparent the princess disagreed, but she had the good sense to maintain her silence after a glare from Mori.
Trak didn’t much like the hard bed, virtually sleeping on the floor, but the princess seemed content enough to eat her breakfast quietly by herself in the dining room before they left. 
After conferring with Ferikan and Mori, Trak decided to head east. It would take them a day and maybe a bit more to travel to Lalalo. A spine of mountains separated the countries of Paloa and Bennin. Bennin enjoyed a humid climate, but once over the mountains, Paloa was very different from the jungle-covered Bennin. Trak wondered if the Arid Lands were drier than this country. Grasses covered the descending plains that flowed towards the Southern Sea. Trees dotted the land in clumps, and they could see herd animals covering large areas of the plains. 
Villages popped up from time to time. The houses were mostly circular affairs with yellowish thatched roofs radiating from a hole in the center. Trak could see smoke flowing up from a few of those holes. Mori said that the land wasn’t good for much in Paloa, and Bennin’s bureaucracy had no interest in annexing the land. 
They spent the night among a cluster of towering trees rising straight up from the plains and then fanning into canopies. Tembul remarked how he had never seen such trees before. 
Just before midday, Trak noticed a bluish tinge along the horizon, and soon they came to the coast. Mori figured that they would have to follow the coast north to run into Lalalo, and within an hour, they could see the harbor in the distance. 
With only two ships in the harbor, Trak’s hopes for a quick departure plummeted. This time, only Mori and Trak entered Lalalo’s harbormaster office, little more than a large hut.
“No departures for two weeks at least,” the grizzled dark-skinned man said to Mori. “We are waiting on a harvest of kakle nuts. The two ships in the harbor will be heading to Sesta.
Trak had no idea what kakle nuts were, and stalked out of the office frustrated that he had to refuse booking the passage on one of the two ships that Mori urged. He stood at the breakwater and looked out to sea, thinking of alternatives until he found one.
“We’ll buy some canvas and make a cover for the flyers,” he said to Mori. “I’ll take us across the ocean to Warish.”
“We can’t fly that far. We’ll all be exhausted before we reach the other side.”
Trak shook off Mori’s objection. “I’ll teleport from horizon to horizon, but we will have to physically connect the two flyers to do that, and if we have to go through rain, I don’t want our possessions ruined.”
Mori stood looking at Trak. “You really think you can do it?”
He nodded. “If the double flyer begins to dip after a jump, we will need a magician to take it back up to at least twenty stories.” Trak looked at Mori and saw the doubt in her expression. “Why don’t we do this? We can do a test jump at one story above the ground. If it fails, we wait.”
She looked relieved. “It is a deal,” she said. “Let’s get provisions, including plenty of waterskins.”
~
Thanks to Sirul’s construction skills, the two flyers looked like they would hold together as one long platform. Trak thought of the thing as the deck of a ship. The canvas cover stretched from the railing to a peak held up by poles that Sirul had attached to the decks of the flyers. Tembul had fashioned holes in the canvas to allow them to look where they were going. There was an opening in the front and in the back.
Tembul and Ferikan took the craft up and flew it around for a few minutes, and then lowered the big flyer to the ground. 
“We can use two magicians to push the flyer, if we need to. One just won’t take us very far before he is exhausted,” Ferikan said. 
“There are five of us strong enough to do that,” Trak said, but let’s test out teleporting. Everybody get aboard." 
Everyone except Princess Pullia pitched in, loading everything, including Lenis’s sleeping and trussed-up form into the flyer. Tembul took it up thirty stories and looked at Trak, who stood looking out the front. 
“I thought we agreed to keep it to one story,” Trak said.
Tembul looked solemnly at Trak. “I believe in you.”
Trak put his hand on Tembul’s shoulder. “Very well, everyone hold on. Tembul, prepare yourself to bring us back to the right height." Trak concentrated on a spot in the air a league away and made the teleportation happen. 
He looked down at the changed landscape. The flyer maintained altitude, and Trak didn’t feel drained at all. 
“I guess we can go now,” Trak said. Everyone nodded, including Princess Pullia, who had held on tightly to Mori’s hand. Had she been that afraid? Trak didn’t think anyone was as anxious as he, but perhaps everyone felt a bit of relief after the trial.
He began to teleport. He tried to jump all the way to the horizon, but that didn’t work, so he cut the jump in half, in his mind, and that seemed to work just fine. They began to jump their way across the ocean. Trak consulted with Tembul and Mori, who seemed to have the best sense of direction. 
They stopped in the middle of a squall and rested high above the waters. Trak didn’t care if the wind blew them off course a bit since their target of hitting the shores of Warish was huge. Until Trak sat down, he didn’t realize how drained he had become. He lay down and closed his eyes.
Trak opened his eyes again in darkness. Everyone slept around him. He stood and looked out the window at the open sea below. The calm water reflected the light of the moon, making the surface shimmer from his vantage point. As he looked at the moon, he found the bearing that he needed, and keeping the moon in the same place, he began to make more jumps. By the time he could see the edge of dawn, he looked down at the shore of Warish far below. He had no idea where they were, so he continued to jump until he saw the smudge of a village ahead.
Lowering the flyer to three stories, he shortened his jumps and landed in a cluster of stunted trees. The craft landed with a thump, and that woke up his fellow travelers.
“We have arrived?” Sirul said. 
“We have,” Trak said, trying to rub away the intense pain in his forehead. He took a few steps to get some water and collapsed, falling on the still sleeping form of Princess Pullia.
~
Trak turned and opened his eyes and saw the beautiful face of princess Pullia smiling at him, twirling his hair in her fingers. 
“Our hero awakes!” she said. 
Trak sat up, his face burning. “Where are we?”
“Halfway to Balbaam,” Tembul said. “Ferikan speaks a little Warish and found out where we were in the Arid Lands. We waited for you to wake up before deciding what to do.”
Trak bowed to the princess, who gave him another smile. What caused the change in her demeanor? He didn’t know if he would rather have her friendly than unpleasant. Her beauty couldn’t help but make him blush, and that made him think of Valanna. He looked at his bags. Valanna’s silk dress was tucked away in there. Trak realized that he didn’t know if he would ever get to Balbaam again and decided that he had to take the opportunity to visit Valanna, even if it meant that he had to leave their party.
“I have someone I have to see in the capital city,” Trak said. “You can continue on to Amorim. Just fly northwest to the Pusuun River and follow it all the way to the sea. I’ll probably be there before you are.”
“Valanna?” Tembul said. 
Trak nodded.
“Go, boy. You might not get another chance.”
“You have enough supplies?” Trak said.
“We do, thanks to your impressive all night teleporting.” Mori winked at Trak and tossed his pack to him. “Take what you need.”
He dug out his black Benninese cloak, Valanna’s package, and took a smaller purse with gold coins. He had never been in a place where a gold coin wasn’t worth at least something. 
“I’ll see you in Amorim,” Trak said. He walked outside the flyer and teleported leagues away. 
~~~
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Two
~
VALANNA SCURRIED IN THE DARK OF NIGHT through the streets of Balbaam, hurrying back to the palace. She chided herself for drinking alcohol before venturing out from the tavern into the city. After shaking her head to clear it in the crisp air, she continued her journey to the palace. By the time she reached the palace, Valanna felt a stab of fear in her stomach when she realized that she strolled unchallenged through the palace gate. Something was definitely wrong.
A pair of hands held her arms to her side and lifted her up.
“No posing for you,” the voice said. Her feet were quickly bound together, and she struggled unsuccessfully to get free. 
Her captors took her around the side of the palace to an obscure door she had never been through before and took her down a flight of steps. Valanna knew her next stop would be in a dungeon, that is, if she wasn’t killed outright. She gasped for air as the implications of her capture took her breath away.
She tried to flail, but the bonds were too tight. After descending down stair after stair for what seemed like forever, a door opened, and her captors tossed her on the floor.
“I see you have returned,” Asem said in the darkness. “I hope dinner was adequate.”
“Huh?” Kulara must have been asleep.
“What of the King?” Valanna said. 
“What of me?” King Marom’s voice only made her fear grow.
“They haven’t killed us yet,” Asem said. “So as long as I breathe, there is hope.”
“So long as I live, you have a chance to keep your head,” Marom said, his voice ominous with implication.
Valanna shook her head. She breathed deeply for a bit and found she could struggle to a sitting position. “I discovered that the traitors were in the castle or close to it.”
“You can count that as a fact,” King Marom said, drily. “All we need now is an army to eliminate them and free us.”
Valanna thought of Trak and yearned to see him before the traitors executed her.
~
Trak stood across the Pusuun River from Balsam looking at twinkling lights of the sleeping city. He had arrived before midnight and wondered if he should wait until morning before he entering the city. He found that teleporting alone, without the weight of the loaded flyers, gave him the ability to easily go from horizon to horizon.
What would the city guard do to a Pestlan wandering around? Trak only knew a few words of Warishian, but maybe he could claim he was a Colcan, although his blond hair would betray that assertion, and he looked nothing like a Vashtan. Perhaps night might be the best time. 
He took a series of quick jumps, including one from a few hundred paces in front of the closed city gate to the square beyond, just visible in the moonlight. He could sense tension in the city, like he had in the Benninese town, but wouldn’t be able to find out what had happened from a Warishian. There were few people in the streets, so he jumped towards the palace. Valanna had told him that was where Prince Asem was instructed to report. 
Guards patrolled the areas closer to the King’s residence, keeping Trak to small jumps. He looked across a square at six guards lined up in front of the open palace gate. That didn’t do anything to intimidate him, so he jumped on the other side and ran to the edge of the palace wall. He remembered Asem saying something about a north tower. Trak had no idea where else to go, so he made his way around the palace ground to a tower on the northwest side of the palace. The door inside was unguarded, so he slipped in. 
A guard challenged Trak speaking Warishian. Trak stopped and raised his hands. He could defend himself well enough with his magic, but in his haste to leave the others, he had left his sword behind with the flyer.
“Do you speak Pestlan?” Trak said.
“A Pestlan, here?” the voice said. The challenge had left the voice. “Who do you seek?”
“Valanna Almond. Does she live in this tower?”
“Did,” The guard said. The man lit a flame in a tinderbox and used it to start a lamp. Trak noticed at once that the man wasn’t an ordinary guard. “I am Captain Mizor, an ally of Prince Asem. I guard his empty tower as penance for my loyalty.”
An ally? What had happened in Balbaam? “My name is Trak Bluntwithe.”
“Valanna’s friend?”
Trak nodded. “Fresh from Bennin. I brought this for her. He opened his cloak and pulled out the package containing the silk dress.
“I’m afraid she won’t be able to accept it,” Mizor said.
“I came all this way,” Trak said, and regretted sounding like he whined.
“A coup has taken place, and Valanna, Asem, Kulara, and others of the King’s Court loyal to King Marom have been imprisoned.”
“I can rescue her.”
“That’s quite brash, even for the hero of the Santasia Civil War.”
“I had help.”
“So I heard,” Mizor said. “I can’t get past all of the guards, even if I wanted to.”
The urge to save Valanna overtook Trak’s thoughts. “I can. Where are the dungeons?”
“Do you think you can free them?” Mizor said.
Trak nodded. “I’ll do what I can, if you can guide me.”
“Follow and don’t say a word. Someone speaking Pestlan will likely be captured or killed immediately.”
“Even if I’m from Colcan?” Trak said. 
“Anyone with power, too.” 
Trak followed Mizor and said nothing. 
The Captain stopped in front of a door and cursed in Warishian. “Locked, and the key is guarded on the other side of the palace,” Mizor whispered in Trak’s ear. “If you can get through there, then I will happily join you in your efforts to free the King.”
“It’s not King Marom I’m concerned about,” he said, while standing in front of the door and working the mechanism. The locks in Balbaam were obviously a bit more sophisticated than those in Bennin, but he soon lifted the latch. “Good. Then no one will suspect we’re inside.” Trak took Mizor by the arm and pulled him inside. 
Mizor looked at Trak in amazement. “I thought they were exaggerations. I am yours to command,” Mizor said, grinning.
“Where to now?” Trak said. “You might have noticed that I’ve learned a few new tricks. That was one of the simple ones.”
Trak spelled a light that helped them quickly descend until they spotted another light coming from around a corner. 
“No friends ahead?” Trak said.
Mizor shook his head. Trak slid up to the corner and peeked around it. Five guards sat around a table. Three played cards, and the other two snored with the heads on the table. The guards who were awake had put snacks on the sleeper’s heads and were munching from little piles heaped on the slumberer’s skulls. 
Trak put them all to sleep and slipped a sword from the scabbard of one of the guards. “This is an awful blade. I didn’t think I’d need my own,” he said as he let Mizor lead again. The tableau played out twice more. They searched the cells without finding Valanna until Mizor told Trak they might be held on the bottom level, where Mizor thought the King would likely be.
Taking a set of keys from the last guard station, Trak tried them all, opening all of the cells. Men staggered out into the hallway. The fourth cell revealed Valanna, Asem, Kulara, and King Marom all tied up, lying or sitting on the floor, except for the King, who had managed to stand and lean against the wall.
“I assume you would like to be rescued?” Trak said, lighting up his face by making the mage light stronger.
“You assume correctly,” Asem said. “And welcome to Balbaam.” 
“I brought a souvenir from Bennin for Valanna, but I think it’s an inappropriate time to present it to her.”
“You can talk directly to me,” Valanna said. Trak and Mizor bent down and began untying their bonds. 
Kulara rubbed her wrists and looked particularly vengeful. Valanna took Trak in her arms and gave him a long kiss. Trak’s head spun from their embrace and the implication behind it.
“I thought I would never see you again,” she said breathlessly, letting him hold her in his arms.
“Same here, but as I was passing by, I thought I would visit,” Trak said and kissed her again. She pushed him away. “There’s not time for any more. We have a kingdom to save.”
“Indeed,” King Marom said, finally standing, and addressed the Captain in Warishian. “Mizor, why did you untie me last?”
The Captain bowed deeply to his monarch. “Forgive me, sire.”
Marom just grunted and pushed past them into the corridor.
“How did you make it all the way down here?” Marom said, looking up at the ceiling of the corridor.
Trak didn’t understand any of the conversation in Warishian between the King and Mizor, but he thought he figured out what the King was saying.
“I guess I can help get you all out,” Trak said. “Do you want to take the long way or the short way out of here?”
They all looked at Trak uncomprehendingly. 
“I can take you to the base of Asem’s tower.”
“They are all my towers,” Marom said in heavily accented Pestlan.
Trak shrugged. “Do you want all of these people with you?”
Marom picked out his fighters and told the rest that they would be safer in the dungeon.
“Get ready,” Trak said and teleported six people to the tower where he had met Mizor. 
The Captain knew whom the King wanted and returned with Trak until twenty-two people had gathered, whispering in a language that Trak couldn’t understand.
“Where did you learn how to do that?” Asem said. “I couldn’t even figure out your pose.”
Trak just shrugged again. He figured that he would be doing a lot of shrugging for the next few hours. “Something I picked up working in the mines of a prison camp in Bennin.”
“Prison camp!” Valanna said, putting her hand to her mouth in alarm.
“I had a few unwanted adventures.”
“Did you save your princess?” Asem said.
“She’s not mine, but she is on her way to Amorim. I can tell you later.”
“We will be back,” Kulara said taking Valanna’s hand and running up the stairs of their tower.
Trak tried to talk to King Marom, but the King ignored him, so Trak took Asem aside. “What does the King intend to do?”
“Kill everyone who opposes him. That’s what king’s do when challenged.”
“He won’t listen to me?”
Asem put his hand on Trak’s shoulder. “You are an enemy in his eyes, but right now you are the enemy of his enemy, so you are tolerated. I wouldn’t push things.”
“But I can be useful.” Trak said. He looked up the stairway, wanting to follow Valanna to protect her from the violence that would most certainly come.
“Just wait. You will get your chance, but stay close to me and the girls.”
“Valanna and Kulara?” Trak said.
Asem nodded. “The King and his men will talk for far too long before they act. Now that the traitors have come out in the open, we can take the fight to them.” He looked down at the sword Trak still held in his hand. “What is that?”
Trak looked at the guard’s crude sword that he had taken. “I took it from the dungeon.”
“Follow me,” Asem said. He ran across a wide hallway and took the branch from a corridor and stepped into a small armory. “Find the weapon you need.” 
Trak walked to a wall filled with swords. He spotted a Santasian blade made a bit narrower than normal, like the one he had practiced with when he trained in Espozia. The scabbard was stacked with others on a low table beneath the display. 
“This one,” The sword that he chose was no guard’s weapon. Trak couldn’t help but smile as he marveled at the balance of the sword in his hand, since it nearly matched his Benninese blade. He imagined all the weapons in this room were masterpieces. 
“Good choice. Now we need to return,” Asem said, as they were soon joined by Asem’s people seeking suitable weapons.
Once they left the armory, Trak heard the sounds of fighting. Asem rushed past him, his sword now bare. Trak did the same, but he didn’t know who was an enemy or a friend. He observed Asem fighting against two men and stepped in to take on one of Asem’s opponents. 
The fight was evenly matched until Trak began to use the worry spell and got a better sense of whom he needed to fight. The clothing on the men incarcerated, quite frankly, smelled worse than others, but that helped him determine enemy from foe. Trak looked around the large hallway at the bottom of Asem’s tower and began to administer the sleep spell to Asem’s enemies as they clashed. Soon, only King Marom’s men stood. They all breathed heavily, and some dripped blood on the floor.
“You did that?” King Marom said. “Stay close to me.”
Asem winked at Trak as he followed the King deeper into the palace. 
A hand slipped into Trak’s. He looked over at her. She mouthed, “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too,’ He said. “You got my letter?”
She nodded and smiled. “Thank you for saving me.”
“It’s the least I can do.” He smiled back and squeezed her hand. Suddenly all was right with the world, and the uncertainty that he felt in Amorim seemed to melt away.
“Quiet,” the King said. He turned and glared at Trak while he stalked deeper into the palace.
Trak let Marom move ahead before he told Kulara and Valanna, “Use worry where you can. It might save lives.”
Kulara nodded. “We know.”
The King stopped at the entrance to a large domed entry hall. Trak had no idea how the palace had been laid out. 
“Have you already sent a message to your Vashtan friends?” the King said to Valanna.
“I have,” she said. “They should be joining us any moment.”
Marom nodded and sent men to guard the entry points to the hall and began to confer with Asem and a few others who looked like desert people.
“Vashtans? I hope they are Blue Swans,” Trak said.
Kulara and Valanna looked at Trak with astonished faces. “You know about them?”
“I am taking two of them with me to Torya. We eliminated the Yellow Fox clan in Beniko.” 
“There is a group of Blue Swans living in Balbaam. I ran into some in the Arid Lands,” Valanna said. “I can’t believe you know about them.”
“I took them out of the Beniko Castle dungeons, just like I did you.”
“With the princess?” Valanna said.
Trak shook his head. “The Emperor treated her like royalty, and she lived in the Emperor’s quarters at the top of the castle.”
“I think we have a lot to talk about,” Valanna said. 
Trak smiled at another squeeze. This was how he had dreamed Valanna would react when she met him. Perhaps she wasn’t ready in Santasia when they fought, but now?
“Our lives are still complicated,” he said.
“They are indeed.” Valanna looked up at him. “You’ve grown a bit taller and, uh, wider.” She colored a bit when she said it.
“And you are even prettier.” 
Asem walked up and cleared his throat. “Now is not the time for a reunion. Valanna, your Vashtan friends have arrived.”
Trak followed Asem’s gaze. Eight Vashtans, including two Vashtan women, paced confidently through the corridor and stopped at Valanna. 
“Blue Swan clan?” Trak said. “Do any of you know Ferikan?” He didn’t even know if any of them spoke Pestlan. 
A Vashtan woman nodded. “He is a cousin." A few Vashtans nodded and smirked. 
“I brought him with me out of Bennin. He is on his way to Amorim and then to Torya.”
“Torya?” the woman brightened. “We’ve never been welcome there before.”
“He will be. He finished his mission in Bennin.”
“What about the Yellow Fox clan?” Hope made the woman’s eyes glitter. 
Trak thought she was attractive for a Vashtan. Like Ferikan, these didn’t have the flat noses of the Yellow Foxes, and that made them look better to Trak’s eyes. “They were all killed. There is a new leader of the bureaucracy, Lord Jomio.”
“You know him?” Asem said.
“He is a friend, I hope. We served in the mines together. I learned quite a bit from him,” Trak said.
“I have met him. Intimidating,” Asem said.
“Silence!” King Marom said through his teeth. He held up his hand while two men ran up to him speaking in Warishian. Trak knew they were agitated.
“Some of the traitors fled when the palace guards learned Marom has escaped his cell,” Asem said. “They are setting up barriers in front of Marom’s audience hall.
Trak realized that he would rather fight a coup than a war. There would be fewer innocents pressed into service, he thought. He would do what he could to make this short. He didn’t like Marom at all, but he hated the Yellow Fox clan of the Vashtans. They had upset the world and their threat had to be extinguished.
“Where is this room?” Trak looked at Valanna and then at Asem. 
“Do you think you can fight them alone?” Asem said. He put his hand to his chin. “You can, can’t you?”
Trak nodded. “Stay behind me and watch my back. We can use the Vashtans as a rear guard. Tell the King we will go first,” Trak said.
Asem spoke to the King in Warishian. 
“He says to go ahead and soften them up for him.”
That was a wise choice of words, Trak thought, since he wouldn’t have to worry about the King countermanding his actions. “Show me the way, but stay behind,” he said to Kulara. “Have everyone use worry on whoever we pass.”
Kulara nodded. “I told you we know how to do that." Trak smiled at her familiar prickliness. She gave Trak directions. As he walked, he pulled out his sword. He liked the familiar feel to the blade and created a shield with the tip of the sword on the other side of the shield. He continued on to a long, high narrow hall. One side consisted of glass, and the other was decorated with banners. To Trak’s eye, the banners looked barbaric, like he had always thought of Asem’s people. Their path had been deserted until they reached midway. 
An arrow flew through a slit high in the wall and struck Trak in the shoulder. He dipped down, but grit his teeth. Another struck a Vashtan in the back. His fellow Vashtans moved him next to the wall
“Break the shaft,” he said, blinking away the tears. He could have just been killed. “Have the Vashtans fire bolts through the arrow slits up along the interior wall.”
Bolts of fire from the Vashtans began to fly. A few of the banners began to burn, but no more arrows flew. Armed men filed into the hallway through a set of ornate double doors and lined up to stop them. 
Trak stopped. He looked behind him. Marom and his men stood at the far end of the hall where they had entered. At least ten paces separated Trak’s group from King Marom. “Make sure no one flanks us. Please, Your Majesty.” Trak heard someone translate for the assembled fighters. He turned. 
“I give you a chance to lay down your arms. You may sue for terms of surrender with your King. I have no idea what the result may be, but if you persist in fighting me, I only can promise your death.”
Valanna stood at his side. “Do you do that every time?”
“Every time I can. I can’t make their decisions, but I can give them a warning and a choice. It sits better with me after I have done what I do. Would you tell them the same in Warishian?”
The men ahead of him didn’t move after Valanna spoke, but a few must have had second thoughts. Trak saw them lower their weapons. He would save them for last.
Three Vashtans broke through and before they could assume poses, Trak killed them with lightning bolts. Now the traitor ranks began to buckle as Trak began to take aim at those whose faces showed no fear. A few men began to peel off until only a few were left to defend the door. Trak took care of those as a stream of fire flowed from the door and bathed Trak in flames. He expanded the shield so those behind him wouldn’t burn.
“How do you do that?” Valanna said. “I don’t even see a pose.”
“My new trick. Poseless magic,” he said quietly in Santasian, so no one else would hear. He walked forward and pointed his sword towards the door. The flames began to ebb, but Trak walked slowly on. He blew the posing Vashtan against a wall and stepped into the audience hall. 
Trak had expected opulence, gilding, paintings, and more tapestries, but simple chairs lined the walls, and at the far end was a throne of dry, gnarled wood. Marom expressed his roots from the Arid Lands in this room. Trak could think no more while he was bathed with lightning, flames, and wind. The forces pushed him back a few paces, but he thrust out the tip of the sword and began to eliminate the sources of the magical attacks one by one. 
The traitors, who still outnumbered Marom’s group, began to attack. Trak called water out of the air and then froze the water on the floor. Men slipped and slid into each other before they even reached Trak, while the stream of Marom’s men began filling the room behind him. 
His shoulder blazed in pain, but Trak couldn’t stop yet. He put his hands to his knees, Trak’s right hand still holding the sword forward and the shield still intact as he tried to collect enough strength to end the coup. He stood and began to sway. This was the time for a desperate measure before he passed out. He thrust his sword out and bathed all of Marom’s opponents in fire. The men on the floor began to burn, and the Throne Room became a pyre.
Trak couldn’t move a muscle. Pain attacked his brain and his shoulder. He fell to the floor, spent. He thought that fainting while fighting was a very bad idea, but the last thing he remembered was the Blue Swan Vashtans rushing forward to make sure their Yellow Fox brethren were dead.
~~~
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Three
~
WAKING UP BANDAGED WAS NOT TRAK’S IDEA of what would transpire during his visit with Valanna, but he could stand it if every time he woke she held his hand.
“The coup?” he said.
“Destroyed. The traitors fought in other areas of the castle, but King Marom is in full control once again. The guards knew they would be dead men if they fought on the traitor’s side once the King walked the halls of his palace again.”
“How long have I been asleep?”
“It is midday,” Valanna said.
Trak wondered if he even wanted to go to Kizru, even with Able and Neel  waiting for him. Certainly Tembul delivering Princess Pullia would be enough for the Toryans to release his fathers. He never wanted to leave Valanna’s side again. 
“Where are my clothes?”
“Bloody, torn, and thrown away,” Valanna said. “We have sturdy clothes in the style of Balbaam ready for you. King Marom has called for a ceremony in two hours. You were commanded to attend, awake or asleep.”
He smiled. Trak wasn’t as weary as he thought he might be. “I will attend awake.” He squeezed Valanna’s hand. “I can’t believe I’m here with you.”
“I like the ‘with you’ part,” she said. “I can’t believe what you did in the Throne Room,” she parroted. “You astounded everyone except for possibly King Marom.”
“Leave Warish,” Trak said. “Come with me to Torya. We can live wherever you like. I can carve out a place in Torya or even Bennin. I have influence there.”
Valanna laughed at him. “Do you think anyone would be content to leave us alone, now?”
Trak pushed his closed lips around. “Truthfully? No.”
“Let me get you something to eat. I’ll send Asem in to help you with your clothes.”
How could he be so fortunate? Trak thought as he watched Valanna leave the room. 
Asem walked in with his arms full. “I brought clothes both suitable for Court and for travel.” Trak’s bound shoulder gave him some trouble, but he finally made it into his clothes and felt he could be presented to King Marom. 
“I wouldn’t trust King Marom,” Asem said as he helped Trak dress. “He is not exactly ebullient that you showed so much power while you saved his Kingdom. Expect a trick or two.”
Trak leaned back in the chair he sat in, as he pulled on boots that fit surprisingly well. “I don’t need to use poses anymore, Asem. If the King thinks the wound has stopped me, he will be mistaken.”
“Do you intend something?”
Trak shook his head. “And put Kulara, Valanna, and you at risk? No. I think we understand each other well enough, don’t you think? I’m not a threat to Warish. King Harl rules Pestle, and,” Trak shook his head again, “those I really care about live in Warish, Torya, and Santasia.” He thought of Honor, Misson, Ben, and Nullia when he said Santasia.
“A man without a country?”
Trak nodded. “Still something like that. I have business in Torya. I want to take Valanna with me, but I promise to return her when I’m done.”
Asem narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Perhaps that can be arranged. I would support it, since you both more than deserve a boon from the King. Valanna and you have been through enough. There would be certain commitments in regards to Warish. She is still embedded in King Marom’s strategy, more than you know.”
“I won’t fight Pestlans, but I have no need to fight Warishians,” Trak said. “Do you have to ask the King?”
“I will, but as I said, he is not your friend.”
Trak stood. “I promise I won’t just take her. Tell King Marom that.”
“I will.” 
Valanna entered the room bearing a tray. She returned wearing the Benninese dress that Trak had brought. He thought she looked better in it than any Benninese woman could. Her hair had been pulled back and cascaded down her back. Trak’s heart beat faster. 
“I have to leave.” Asem nodded significantly to Trak and left them alone.
She watched Asem go through the door and gently shut it.
“What was that about?”
Trak took Valanna’s hands in his. “I still want you to come to Torya with me. We can return with Neel and Able. It’s time we spent some time together. Asem says you are still bound to your King, but he thinks he might be able to talk Marom into letting us be together for a bit.
Valanna grinned and put her arms around him. “I am all for that. I don’t look forward to a voyage across the sea, but with you, I can bear anything.” 
She lifted up her chin and closed her eyes. Trak kissed her and felt her damp cheeks. He wiped the tears away with his thumbs as he held her face in his hands. 
Valanna disengaged, her face red with embarrassment. “You must eat.”
Trak sat at the small table in the room and ate what Valanna brought. She cupped her chin in her hands, with her elbows on the table, and just watched. 
“I was a spy, you know, in Pestle and in the Arid Lands. That’s where I met Derit and the other Blue Swans,” she said.
“Derit?” Trak said.
“The exotic-looking woman who asked after Ferikan. They aren’t really cousins, you know, but former lovers. She might want to accompany us to Torya.”
Trak couldn’t help but beam when he heard Valanna include her in his trip. His shoulder still hurt, but he could bear any pain to be close to Valanna.
They talked about their adventures with the Vashtans until Kulara knocked on the door. “It’s time for your audience.”
Asem stood outside the door and took Kulara’s hand and led Trak and Valanna to the throne room where Trak had saved Warish for King Marom. He looked at the scorch marks on the walls high above them in the entry corridor, and the smell of burning still filled the air. The throne room was full of desert people and the less-dark features of those native to Balbaam.
“King Marom arrives!” a voice yelled in Warishian. Valanna interpreted the words for Trak. The audience quieted as the King stormed out of a door behind the unique throne. He sat on the throne blackened by the sheet of fire that had consumed Marom’s enemies and assumed a pose that brought a smile to Trak’s face, since it was a non-magical pose, but it’s intent to intimidate the audience was unmistakable. 
Trak didn’t understand anything else said until he heard his name spoken. 
“Approach the King,” Valanna said, releasing his hand.
Trak walked through the crowd, who parted for him. He saw a variety of emotions on the faces; admiration, fear, and anger. Reactions to his magical antics didn’t surprise him anymore, not since General Adolphus Niamo essentially banished him from Santasia after personally defeating Riotro, head of the Santasian rebellion.
The king spoke in his broken Pestlan, while one of his aides translated for the crowd.
“In recognition of service to the country of Warish and to the Crown of the Ferezan, I hereby award a treasure to Trak Bluntwithe, formerly of Pestle.” 
Trak caught the ‘formerly’ and wondered if that was to save face. Another courtier thrust a fat purse into the hands of the King who held it out for Trak. 
For the first time, Trak had actually been paid for his efforts. He accepted the money, not really caring about it, and returned to Valanna. He let her heft the bag, and she opened it to show him a combination of jewels and gold coins. Trak had no idea how much wealth she carried in her hands. 
“Valanna Almond,” the King said, standing from his throne. The rest of the King’s words were in Warishian. Asem slipped over to translate. 
Trak didn’t like the look on Asem’s face.
“He says for recognition of services to the Crown of the Ferezan, King Marom has agreed…” Asem’s face turned red. He looked shocked by Marom’s words and had a hard time composing his translation.
Trak looked up at the King and saw tears welling in Valanna’s eyes.
~
Valanna hadn’t done anything more than accompany Trak during the defeat of the palace traitors. Why would the King ask her to come forward? She put the purse back into Trak’s hands and gave him a nervous smile and walked the to Throne.
“Valanna Almond,” he said in Warishian, “by the power of the office that I hold, both as the King of Warish and as the leader of the Ferezan, I formally seize your hand in marriage as my fifth wife.”
King Marom gave her a vicious look. “I’ll not have you out of my service,” he said quietly in her ear.
Valanna’s life seemed to crumble before her face. She could feel her face flush and her eyes water. She blinked the tears away and looked over the audience at Trak, who had just received the translation from Asem. The three of them stood stone-faced. Valanna turned back to look at the gloating King and then returned her gaze to Trak, but he had disappeared. On the ground where he had stood, lay the King’s purse.
~~~~~
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“I HOPED TO CATCH YOU HERE,” Asem said, opening the door, while Trak shoved his few possessions into a bag in the same rooms where Trak had recently been with Valanna.
Trak had to grind his teeth. He had no desire to talk to anyone in this darkest hour of his life, and he didn’t trust himself to respond to Asem. All Trak could do was shake his head. He had hoped the clothes he had brought with him to the palace were presentable, but the battle for Marom’s throne had rendered them unwearable. Trak didn’t want to take anything away that reminded him of Balbaam, but he’d have to dress in Warish clothes, and he didn’t like it.
“Don’t you have anything to say?”
Trak turned on Asem. “I hate your king. Marom is…” Trak couldn’t finish the sentence. A red haze of anger filled his vision. How could such a man steal Valanna? He had only hours with her after they had met and realized that they really did love one another, and now? He gritted his teeth again, and finished tying up his things. 
“…is not your king, but he is Valanna’s,” Asem said, finishing Trak’s sentence.
“So, she is his love slave?”
Asem barked out a mirthless laugh. “Marom is impotent. There is no possibility of any kind of love from that man, but he leads Warish, and has made it what it is today.”
Trak turned on Asem. “And what is that? A country filled with traitors? A country of slaves? How much a slave are you, Asem? If King Marom told you to become his sixth wife would you don a dress and divorce Kulara?”
“Don’t be ridiculous!” Asem said.
“Ridiculous?” Trak could feel the anger build. “Ridiculous?” His vision began to cloud. His emotions had drained him of strength, so he took a deep breath, and sat down on the bed. He pleaded with Asem. “I loved her, and she loved me. You know that.”
Asem folded his arms. “And I warned you not to trust King Marom.”
Trak snorted. “You did, but I had no idea he would do something so uncaring, so cold-hearted. He just made an enemy out of the same person who saved his life. I had no political position, and didn’t really care about Pestle and King Harl, but now?” Trak shook his head.
“Are we enemies?” Asem said narrowing his eyes. 
“Not until you and I are forced otherwise.” Trak stood up and let his frustration drain a bit. “I’m not angry at you.”
“I know,” Asem said and put his hands on Trak’s shoulders. “The story has not ended. Be patient, and you might be surprised how events unfold. You will be part of those events.”
“And you?” Trak said. He took another deep breath, and gently shrugged off Asem’s hands.
Asem looked directly into Trak’s eyes. “I will tell you this, and you must tell no other now that Valanna is a Princess of Warish, my allegiance is to her first and foremost, and only after that am I King Marom’s man.”
“I’ll hold you to that.”
“Do.” Asem said. He pulled out the purse that King Marom and held it out to Trak. “Take this, even if you hate doing it. If you must, use it to defeat King Marom, as long as you forgive Valanna.”
“Forgive?” Trak looked at Asem, confused about the concept of forgiving Valanna. 
“She is not your enemy.”
The meaning finally sunk through the roiling emotions playing in Trak’s mind. “How could she be? I know that. I looked at her face when Marom…” Trak couldn’t bear to remember any more about the scene. “Tell her that I still love her, and I will support what she does, not under Marom’s orders.”
Asem nodded.
Trak took the heavy bag of gold and jewels and looked inside. Gold pieces and finely cut jewels might have astounded him, had he not felt so thoroughly defeated. He wanted to leave them again in the palace, but realized what kind of an empty gesture that would be to King Marom. “I’ll use these to help those that need it.”
“You do that,” Asem said. “I must go. I hope to meet you again under better circumstances.”
“No more than I do,” Trak said. He struggled, but he ended up hugging the Ferezan Prince, and shoved the treasure into his bag. “Tell Valanna that I will continue to think of her, despite the marriage. Please leave me now.” Before the door had shut behind Asem, Trak had teleported outside the city.
~
The city looked nearly peaceful in the early afternoon sun across from the wide River Pusuun. Trak pulled up the hood of his Benninese cloak and sighed. Had it been less than one day when he stood on the very ground just before he rescued his friends?
He tightened his fists so hard that he could feel his fingernails biting into the palm of his hand. How easily it would be to have killed King Marom. He still had the capability to forcibly take Valanna from Balbaam, but then what would she think of him?  What would he think of himself if he assassinated Marom for his own personal purposes. 
Was he that weak? Trak shook his head. He didn’t really know how he felt, but this retreat was much different from the time he stalked out from Valanna’s presence in anger and hurt.  Oh, he still hurt, but this time he had left out of restraint.  He had friends to protect. Was that rationalization?  Trak had to admit that he didn’t know.
An order for Trak to leave wouldn’t have been any less effective than the cruel act by the Warish king. He sat on the ground, and put his head in his hands.  He had to pull himself together. As he stared out at the river, he watched a flock of birds fly up from the reeds on the other side of the river. He looked at the birds fly to the south, and began to think of his next steps. Trak had to move north towards Amorim to catch up with Tembul and Princess Pullia. Neel and Able still waited in Kizru. 
Trak stood back up and brushed off his cloak. He sighed again and realized he would have to stop doing that.  He straightened his shoulders, and took a deep breath, knowing that he now faced a new stage in his life. Hope of reuniting with Valanna had gone and a kind of bleakness took its place. Trak would keep going and…what did Asem say? …Patience, patience for something unseen in the future would have to take its place.
His thoughts turned towards the north, as he began his rapid journey towards Amorim. He found that he couldn’t go from horizon to horizon in his weakened state, but he found that shorter jumps did little to sap his strength. Onward he traveled, heading along the paved road that went from Balbaam to this particular journey’s end. Would he catch up to his friends before they reached Amorim?
~
Valanna squeezed Trak’s hand before she walked up to King Marom’s throne. She couldn’t believe how happy she was until Marom announced their marriage. Her emotions had fled. She stood cold and isolated, looking at the empty space where Trak had just been.
Marom jerked on her arm. “Follow me,” he said, but then he nearly dragged her out of the Throne Room.  She looked back at the audience and saw Asem run out of the rear door before Marom wrenched her arm again, propelling her into his side.  She nearly fell on the stone floor, but managed to stumble to an upright position,
He pushed her through a door in the back of the room, and she tumbled to the floor. Valanna tried to rise, but felt the tip of a sword prick her neck. “I know what kind of witch you are, Valanna Almond. No, not Almond, but Princess Valanna of the Ferezan.” Marom chuckled, but Valanna couldn’t share in his mirth.
“Why did you…”
Marom slapped her across the face. “I said I have plans for you. What kind of person dares to violate her King’s wishes?”
“I would have returned to serve.”
Marom put his face close to hers. “And leave your lover?” He shook his head. “That wouldn’t have happened, and I would have had to change my plans all because of a Pestlan’s wishes. Unacceptable, my fifth wife.”
“But we haven’t married,” Valanna said.
Marom dragged her to a low divan and threw her on it. Would he rape her here and now? Valanna put her hand to her mouth. Could she dare make a pose before he ran her through with the sword still in his hand? Her entire body shook with fear.
“I am the King and leader of my tribe, the Ferezan. Marriage only takes my declaration and I’ve already done that, wife. Now you will have to follow my orders, or I will kill you.”
Valanna could hear the falsity in Marom’s words. The King didn’t need anyone’s permission to kill her, married or not. Rumanna had been a thorn in Asem’s side for years, and he had never once mentioned ending the burden of their marriage with death.
“You can kill me at any time, and have had that ability all of my life,” Valanna said.  She sat up, trying to get as far away from Marom as she could when he sat on the other side of the divan.
The comment made Marom’s eyes narrow. “So now you can think a little.” The man laughed. “Never forget what kind of man I am,” he said. He just looked at her for a moment.
“What am I to do, join your wives?”
Marom laughed again. “For a little while, you will be restricted to your rooms in the Royal Tower. You are a Princess twice over, Valanna of the Ferezan. Only the first wife is Queen, but you know that. Princess of Warish and Princess of Pestle. I now have a legitimate claim on the Pestle throne, don’t I?” Valanna shrunk from his grin.
“King Harl has destroyed all evidence of my father’s relationship. All he has to do is reject my claim.” This was a topic that Valanna could use to gather her wits. Change the subject from her new relationship with the King to politics, where she had some knowledge.
The King didn’t say a word for a few moments, while stroking his beard. “My father gathered sufficient documentation when he spirited you away from Pestle. There is also additional proof that Asem secured in Pestledown some time ago. When the time comes, I will take the throne of Pestle, and you will sit on it for me.”
Marom moved closer to her and took her hand, not too gently. He squeezed it hard, nearly bringing tears to her eyes. “Even though I am incapable of consummating our marriage, don’t think for a minute that changes the fact that you are mine to do with as I wish. Be careful whom you count as friends. Prince Asem is my cousin, but if you are imprudent in your actions, he will be crushed under my foot like a cockroach. Am I understood?”
Valanna’s nascent resolve crumbled under the sheer malevolent force of her new husband. She could only nod her head. 
“Go back to Asem’s tower and wait. I will send servants to pack your clothes, since you will be changing rooms in the palace. Leave me through that door.” Marom pointed to another door leading out.  She only now noticed that this was the same study where she had met with King Marom before.
Without wasting any time, she fled from her husband’s presence, and found her bearings soon enough to rush to the tower.
What an awful man. She never did like the King, and now her regard bordered on hate. The guards now bowed to her as she passed, something they had never done before. Such courtesy only made Valanna hurt even more. 
Valanna felt a great sense of relief when she reached her rooms in the tower, and she sat down on her bed, finally able to let her eyes water. She buried her head in the pillow, and began to wail. 
A knock on the door made her sit up and wipe away some of the tears that stained her face. Kulara poked her head in the door and entered.  She bowed quickly to Valanna, and sat down beside her, putting out her arms and letting Valanna collapse again into tears.
Valanna senses returned and finally broke her embrace with Kulara. “What happened to Trak? Did anyone see him leave? How must he felt!”
“Asem talked to him briefly before he left. One moment he was in his room, and the next he was gone. King Marom has set out a search party for Trak, but he’s gone, to Kizru I imagine.”
Valanna nodded. “How could this happen?”
“Trak is an enemy in King Marom’s eyes. You know that. With that treasure, Marom paid Trak back for saving his kingdom, and now thinks he is an enemy that he can kill at his will again.”
Valanna stood. “His will. I…”
Kulara put her finger to her lips. People could be listening. Valanna sat back down, and clutched her hands, feeling as miserable as she ever had. With her new status, she would have to be more careful than ever.  She took a number of deep breaths to get back into control.
“I wonder where Trak headed?” Valanna said, trying to control her thoughts and her words.
“Towards Amorim and then to Torya. That’s what he told you before he left. I doubt he would want to linger in Balbaam, considering what just happened.”
“I suppose not. I wouldn’t.”
Kulara’s eye grew angry. 
“If I were Trak.” Valanna amended her sentence. “I wish him well, whatever happens.”
“Yes,” Kulara said. “Whatever happens.” They hugged, still sitting on the bed.
Their conversation was interrupted by another knock. A man poked his head through a crack in the door he had opened. If Valanna could, she would have locks installed on the doors of her new quarters.
“We are here to gather your things,” the man said.  He opened the door wider, and let in four servants, two men and two women.
Valanna stood up. “Leave until I summon you. I won’t be more than a few minutes.”
“But the King…” the man said.
“What is your name?” Valanna said in as commanding a voice as she could muster at the moment.
The servant sputtered, and he nodded his head, shooing the servants behind him out of the room. “We will be outside waiting for you to let us in.” He bowed and scraped a few more times before he shut the door.
Valanna turned red with anger. “Is this the way my life is going to be?”
“Get used to it, my dear Valanna,” Kulara said. “Take your personal belongings with you, like the reading you’ve been doing.”
Kulara meant Trak’s portfolio, of course. She nodded. “Will I be able to visit?”
“I’m not sure about the protocol. Asem knows more about these things than I do. Since he is now your cousin-in-law, there are some restrictions, but it may be that his wife will have to accompany him to any audiences with Princess Valanna.” Kulara rose. “I will hope to see you as often as I can,” she said, and then left the room, leaving Valanna by herself.
Valanna sniffed a bit and quickly wondered what she wanted to carry on her own. She decided she would put the portfolio in with a bag containing a nightgown, a change in underclothes and her jewelry. After getting all of that together, she opened the door back up.  The man who had intruded on her before leaned against the wall on the other side of the tiny corridor. 
“Will someone show me to my new rooms?”
The man puffed up his chest. “I will do that. Let me take your bag.”
Valanna didn’t want to put Trak’s portfolio in the hands of a stranger, but she couldn’t think of a reason to carry it herself. The man snapped his fingers, and directed the servants into Valanna’s former rooms. 
While Valanna walked the hallways of the palace, it already seemed empty without Trak at her side. 
~~~
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Characters, Locations, Countries
in Magician in Captivity
 
Characters
 
Pestlans
Able Bluntwithe - Innkeeper of the shabby, out-of-the-way inn, The Blunted Sword.  Trak’s adoptive father 
Trak Bluntwithe - Son of Able and biological son of Neel Cardswallow.
Neel Cardswallow – Known publically as a ne’er do well.  Has always come and gone from The Blunted Sword. 
Honor Fidelia - Mage.  Black hair with a coppery strand. Served as a spy for Santasia in Pestledown and fled with Trak to Santasia where she was a double spy for Colcan.
Galinda Youngblood - Trak’s Mother and Neel’s wife. Daughter of the magician that made the mistake, banishing magic from Pestle, leading to the Warish insinuation. Not a character in the books
Esmera Walkalot - innkeeper of The Looking Inn. 
Valanna Sleekbottle (Almond) – A Pestlan living in Balbaam, Warish. Spy for Warish in Pestledown.
Harl Crustwillow, King of Pestle.
Lord Puddingfan – Close advisor to King Harl
Snively – Lawyer’s clerk, member of the spy underground in Pestledown
Leaf Gougepenny – Colcan spy living in Pestledown (see Colcanans)
Coffun Cricket – member of the spy underground in Pestledown
 
 
Santasians
Misson Dalistro - Geography and History Tutor for Trak and Val. Spy for Santasia.
Sereni Barazzi - Madame Barazzi, a courtesan hired  by Misson Dalistro in Espozia to give Trak manners lessons as well as lessons on how to be comfortable in Court.
Senior Garono Dalistro - head of Santasian Council. Father of Misson. Senior is the title of the Council leader.
Mistress Nullia - A high Purple Master, instrumental in Trak’s first escape from the Magicians Guild. A double spy like Honor.
Adolphus Niamo - Military leader of the Loyalist Santasian forces
 
Warishians
Nez Ferez - A prince of Warish, killed in book one by Neel’s machinations.
Asem Ferez - A third cousin to the king and one of his tribe. Former fighter and now spy for King Marom
Marom Ferez - King of the Warish - Leader of the Warish Tribes.
Ferezan - Tribe of Nez of whom Asem and the King are members.
Kulara - Asem’s second and most favorite wife. She is adept in magic and ends up mentoring Valanna.
Captain Mizor – soldier in Balbaam’s palace guard loyal to Asem Ferez
Rumanna – Asem Ferez’s first wife who stays in the Arid Lands
 
Colcanans
Berin Titrius - Friend of Asem
Service Nomia (Benium or Ben) – Willing Nomia’s father  and a retired Innovator, the highest level of magic in Colcan.
Leaf Gougepenny – Spy in Pestledown. Married and linked with Berin Titrius.
 
Toryans
Tembul - Toryan scout leader
Lenis - Toryan noble. Has relationship with abducted Princess. Antagonist
Sirul - Young Toryan officer.  Assigned as army liaison and becomes friends w/Trak
King Basiul - Elected king of the Eastern Toryans.
Hana  - Maid to Princess Pullia
Princess Pullia – West Toryan princess sold to Emperor of Bennin
 
Benninese
Paka (Hokono) – Instructor of Benninese language joining Trak’s party in Amorim
Mori – Female merchant who hires Trak as caravan guard
Jomio (Jojo) – Former high-level bureaucrat and prisoner
Kanoki – Associate of Jomio
Naroki – Chief Guard at Mining Camp
Shinowa – Court Magician to Benninese Emperor
 
Vashtans
Derit – female member of the Blue Swan clan
Henrig – Blue Swan in Warish
Canwog – Blue Swan in Warish
Bestik – Blue Swan in Warish
Ferikan – Blue Swan in Bennin
Markik – Blue Swan in Bennin
Boriak – Blue Swan in Bennin
 
 
Countries
 
Torya 
Small Indigenous race to the Covansian continent.  Reclusive and confined to the Mountainous forests that cling to the borders of Colcan, Santasia and Kandanna. Stronger in magic, not perceived as civilized. Horrid reputation, but looked on as bogeymen. Natural culture, not aggressive, but will defend their lives and families. 
 
Santasia
Large fertile country.  The culture is like a Spanish-Italian mix with people with that kind of appearance. Warm, more hot-blooded. Less magical, but its guild will absorb any magician. Ruled by a Council, appointed from aristocracy and elected headed by the Senior.
 
Colcan
Emotionally controlled, rigid, land with many magicians. Ruled by a Board of Deans from Bitrium, it’s capital and learning center. Very democratic, but paranoid about invasion from the Santasians. People are slightly lighter complected than the Santasians, but from the same basic stock.
 
Kandanna
Outside of the forests on the mountains separating Kandanna from Santasia, an arid land. Much less farming, but more livestock. The country is ruled by an aristocratic bureaucracy.
 
Pestle
Kingdom. Is deteriorating due to a very weak king and the increasingly subversive activities of the Warishians. Magic is outlawed and its practice merits a sentence of death. Once a place of strong magicians.
 
Warish
A kingdom recently taken over by desert people (the Ferezan being the ruling tribe). Arid land, mostly desert except along the Pusuun River which is like the Nile in Egypt. More of a middle-eastern style civilization. Not much magic among the people. 
 
Torya - Continent of Colcan, Santasia Kandanna, also the region that the Toryans claim as their own territory
 
Cokasan- current name of the Toryan continent.
 
Norland - Country to the north of Santasia. Not highly civilized, but not fans of the Warishians. Magic is permitted, but very few magicians are willing to live in the harsh conditions.
 
Bennin- Asian style country below the equator.  
 
Vashta– Continent far to the east of Cokasan
 
Locations
 
Pestle 
Herring’s Bone - A small port by the sea, a day’s walk from Trak’s village.
Greenbrook - Trak’s very small home village
Pestledown - Capital city of Trak’s country
 
Warish

Balbaam - Capital city of Warish built at the side of a great river.
The Pusuun River - That runs from the southern mountains up towards the middle sea. It passes Balbaam on its way.
Amorim -  Warish Town at mouth of Pusuun River
 
Colcan
Tachium - Port city in Colcan
Bitrium - Seat of the Magician’s College in Colcan
 
Santasia 
Espozia - Capital city of Santasia.
Nikia - Southernmost port city in Santasia
 
Torya
Kizru – Hidden capital of the Toryans
Dianza - Southern Pass through Torya from Kandanna to Santasia
Lazanti - Northern Pass through Torya from Kandanna to Santasia/Espozia
 
Bennin
Homika –Closest port to Amorim 
Peskoa – City midway from Homika to capital
Beniko – Capital of Bennin
Lalalo – Pokoan port, closest to the continent of Pestle
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~
With a lifelong passion for speculative fiction, Guy Antibes found that he rather enjoyed writing fantasy as well as reading it. So a career was born and Guy anxiously engaged in adding his own flavor of writing to the world. Guy lives in the western part of the United States and is happily married with enough children to meet or exceed the human replacement rate. 
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BOOKS BY GUY ANTIBES
 
POWER OF POSES
 
Book One: Magician in Training
Trak Bluntwithe, an illiterate stableboy, is bequeathed an education by an estranged uncle. In the process of learning his letters, Trak finds out that he is a magician. So his adventures begin that will take him to foreign countries, fleeing from his home country, who seeks to execute him for the crime of being able to perform magic.  The problem is that no country is safe for the boy while he undergoes training. Can he stay ahead of those who want to control him or keep his enemies from killing him?
 
Book Two: Magician in Exile
Trak Bluntwithe is a young man possessing so much magical power that he is a target for governments. Some want to control him and others want to eliminate the threat of his potential. He finds himself embroiled in the middle of a civil war. He must fight in order to save his imprisoned father, yet he finds that he has little taste for warfare. Trak carries this conflict onto the battlefield and finds he must use his abilities to stop the war in order to protect the ones he loves.
 
FANTASY - EPIC / SWORD & SORCERY / YOUNG ADULT
~
 
THE WARSTONE QUARTET
 
An ancient emperor creates four magical gems to take over and rule the entire world. The ancient empire crumbles and over millennia. Three stones are lost and one remains as an inert symbol for a single kingdom among many. The force that created the Warstones, now awakened, seeks to unite them all, bringing in a new reign of world domination—a rule of terror. 
 
Four Warstones, four stories. The Warstone Quartet tells of heroism, magic, romance and war as the world must rise to fight the dark force that would enslave them all. 
FANTASY - SWORD & SORCERY/EPIC
 
Book One: Moonstone | Magic That Binds
A jewel, found in the muck of a small village pond, transforms Lotto, the village fool, into an eager young man who is now linked to a princess through the Moonstone. The princess fights against the link while Lotto seeks to learn more about what happened to him. He finds a legacy and she finds the home in her father’s army that she has so desperately sought. As Lotto finds aptitude in magical and physical power, a dark force has risen from another land to sow the seeds of rebellion. It’s up to Lotto to save the princess and the kingdom amidst stunning betrayal fomented by the foreign enemy.
 
Book Two: Sunstone | Dishonor’s Bane
Shiro, a simple farmer, is discovered to possess stunning magical power and is involuntarily drafted into the Ropponi Sorcerer’s Guild. He attracts more enemies than friends and escapes with his life only to end up on a remote prison island. He flees with an enchanted sword containing the lost Sunstone. Trying to create a simple refuge for an outlawed band of women sorcerers, he is betrayed by the very women he has worked to save and exiled to a foreign land. There, he must battle for his freedom as he and his band become embroiled in a continent-wide conflict.
 
Book Three: Bloodstone | Power of Youth
When usurpers invade Foxhome Castle, Unca, the aging Court Wizard of the Red Kingdom, flees with the murdered king’s only daughter, taking the Bloodstone, an ancient amulet that is the symbol of Red Kingdom rule. Unca uses the Bloodstone to escape capture by an enemy and is transformed into a young man, but loses all of his wizardly powers. Unca must reinvent himself in order to return the princess to her throne. Along the way he falls in love with the young woman and must deal with the conflict between his duty and his heart, while keeping a terrible secret. 
 
Book Four: Darkstone | An Evil Reborn
As the 22nd son of the Emperor of Dakkor, Vishan Daryaku grows from boy to man, learning that he must use his unique powers and prodigious knowledge to survive. He succeeds until his body is taken over by an evil power locked inside of the Darkstone. Now Emperor of Dakkor, Vishan is trapped inside, as the ancient force that rules his body devastates his homeland while attempting to recover all of the Warstones.
 
As the amulets are all exposed, the holders of the Moonstone, Sunstone, and Bloodstone combine to fight the Emperor’s relentless drive to reunite the Warstones and gain power over the entire world. The armies of Dakkor and the forces of those allied with the three other stones collide on a dead continent in the stunning conclusion of the Warstone Quartet.
~
 
Quest of the Wizardess
Quest of the Wizardess chronicles the travels and travails of young Bellia. After her wizard family is assassinated when she is fourteen, Bellia seeks anonymity as a blacksmith’s helper. When that doesn’t work out as expected, she flees to the army.
 
Her extraordinary physical and magical skills bring unwanted attention and she must escape again. After finding a too-placid refuge, she takes the opportunity to seek out her family’s killers. Revenge becomes her quest that takes her to a lost temple, unexpected alliances and a harrowing confrontation with her enemies.
FANTASY - EPIC/NEW ADULT-COLLEGE/COMING OF AGE
 
The Power Bearer
How Norra obtained the power and the extraordinary lengths she went through to rid herself of it.
 
What’s a girl to do when all of the wizards in her world are after her?  She runs. But this girl runs towards the source of her power, not away from it. Along the way she picks up, among others, a wizard, a ghost, a highwaywoman and a sentient cloud. Through thick and thin, they help Norra towards her goal of finding a solution in a far off land that no one in her world has even heard of. 
YOUNG ADULT EPIC FANTASY
 
Panix: Magician Spy
Panix has life by the tail. A new wife, a new job in a new land that has few magicians and none of his caliber. His ideal life takes some unexpected downturns and Panix finds himself employed as a spy. He has no training, but must make things up as he goes if he is to survive the politics, betrayal, war and, at the end, his own behavior. 
FANTASY - ADVENTURE
 
 
THE WORLD OF THE SWORD OF SPELLS
 
Warrior Mage
The gods gave Brull a Sword of Spells and proclaimed him as the world’s only Warrior Mage. One big problem, there aren’t any wars. What’s a guy to do?  Brull becomes a magician bounty hunter until the big day when he learns he not only has to fight a war with the magicians of his world, but fight the god that the magicians are all working to bring into being. He finds out if he has what it takes in Warrior Mage. 
 EPIC FANTASY
 
Sword of Spells
Read about Brull’s beginnings and earlier adventures as a bounty hunter of magicians in the Sword of Spells anthology. 
EPIC FANTASY
 
THE SARA FEATHERWOOD ADVENTURES
 
Set in Shattuk Downs, a reclusive land in the kingdom of Parthy. Sara Featherwood could be a Jane Austen heroine with a sword in her hand. There are no magicians, wizards, dragons, elves or dwarves in Shattuk Downs, but there is intrigue, nobility, hidden secrets, plenty of adventure and romance with a bit of magic. 
FANTASY ~ YOUNG ADULT/COLLEGE  
FICTION ~ WOMEN’S ADVENTURE
 
Knife & Flame
When Sara Featherwood’s mother dies, her sixteen-year-old life is thrown into turmoil at Brightlings Manor in a remote district of Shattuk Downs. Life becomes worse when her father, the Squire, sets his roving eye on her best friend. Dreading her new life, Sara escapes to the Obridge Women’s School. Seeking solace in education doesn’t work as her world becomes embroiled with spies, revolution, and to top it all off, her best friend becomes her worst enemy. 
 
Sword & Flame 
If you were a young woman who had just saved the family’s estate from ruin, you’d think your father would be proud, wouldn’t you?  Sara Featherwood is thrown out of her childhood home and now faces life on her own terms at age seventeen. She returns to the Tarrey Abbey Women’s School and is drafted to help with the establishment of the first Women’s College in the kingdom of Parthy. Now in the King’s capital of Parth, life confronts Sara as she learns about family secrets, which threaten to disrupt her life and about resurgent political turmoil back home that turns her scholarly pursuits upside down as she must take action and use her magic to save her family and her beloved Shattuk Downs.
 
Guns & Flame
At nineteen, Sara Featherwood has done all she can to help establish the first Women’s College in the kingdom of Parthy. That includes a pact with the kingdom’s Interior Minister, to go on a student exchange program as payment for eliminating opposition to the college. Little does Sara know that her trip to a rival country is not what it seems and as the secrets of the true purpose of her trip unravel, she utilizes her magic to escape through hostile territory with vital secrets, but as she does, she finds herself drawn back to Shattuk Downs and must confront awful truths about those close to her.
 
 
 
THE GUY ANTIBES ANTHOLOGIES
 
The Alien Hand
An ancient artifact changes a young woman’s life forever. A glutton gladiator is marooned in a hostile desert. An investigator searches for magic on a ravaged world and finds something quite unexpected. A boy yearns for a special toy. A recent graduate has invented a unique tool for espionage.  A member of a survey team must work with his ex-girlfriend in extremely dangerous circumstances. A doctor is exiled among the worst creatures he can imagine. 
SCIENCE FICTION
 
The Purple Flames
A reject from a Magical Academy finds purpose. A detective works on a reservation in New Mexico, except the reservation is for ghouls, demons, ghosts, zombies, and the paranormal. A succubus hunts out the last known nest of vampires on earth. The grisly story about the origins of Tonsil Tommy. In a post-apocalyptic world, two mutants find out about themselves when their lives are in imminent peril. 
STEAMPUNK & PARANORMAL FANTASY with a tinge of HORROR
 
Angel in Bronze
A statue comes to life and must come to terms with her sudden humanity. A wizard attempts to destroy a seven-hundred-year-old curse. A boy is appalled by the truth of his parents’ midnight disappearances. A captain’s coat is much more than it seems. A healer must decide if the maxim that he has held to his entire career is still valid. A fisherman must deal with the aftermath of the destruction of his village. 
FANTASY
~~~
 
Guy Antibes books are available at book retailers in print and e-book formats.
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