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Chapter One
 
 
TRAK LOOKED OVER HIS TINY DITCH, straight as an arrow and precisely a hand deep and a hand’s width wide. He leaned over and placed the seeds a hand apart in the middle of the ditch using the same pattern every time, keeping his body within the constraints of a pattern, a form. Although sweat trickled from his brow, he continued to cover the seeds and watered the row of corn after marching to the well and drawing the water in the exact same way multiple times.
“You’re a funny kid,” said Neel Cardswallow, one of the regulars at the common room of his father’s inn. “Why all of the precision? It’s just a row of corn, for the gods’ sake.”
Trak smiled. Neel asked the same kind of question every time he passed Trak working the little field and adjoining orchard that Trak tended for his father. “I want to enter into the King’s service. Military men march specific steps and fight using precise forms. I’m learning to discipline myself.”
Neel shook his head. “Why does a fifteen-year-old stableboy need precision?” The question had be been answered the same way for the past six years. Trak had learned the forms for all the weapons from him, anyway.
“I won’t be working for my father forever,” Trak said as Neel left him. He moved on to his next task, chopping weeds in the orchard. Cardswallow enjoys needling me, Trak thought, and I don’t mind it at all. The verbal abuse will just make me a better soldier. Discipline is everything.
After half an hour of chopping down emerging weeds underneath the apple and pear trees, Trak heard the bell that his father used to call him back to his inn, The Blunted Sword. He probably had to take care of a guest’s horse, but enjoyed the exercise. It only made him stronger.
“Slow down,” Able Bluntwithe, Trak’s father, said, handing the reins over to him. “Take care of this horse and then come into the common room.”
The common room? His father rarely invited him to the common room after tending horses before. Generally he had to meet his father in the lobby to take the guest’s belongings up to his room. He looked back at the horse and remembered the brown and black-stained tack. The rider brought messages from Herring’s Bone, the little port that lay directly north. Trak used the forms he’d made up for taking care of horses. Every move pre-determined as much as he could make them. The forms had turned every tedious chore into a game for Trak, something to discharge his never-ending boredom.
Even though Greenbrook wasn’t exactly the center of the world, outside of his duties at the inn, Trak didn’t have much time for friends, not that there were many opportunities. There were four children in the village roughly his age that he had grown up with and none were close friends. The thought always made him sigh. He knew he led an insular life and the thoughts of leaving for the military always kept his spirits high.
The horse needed a bit of a brushing before Trak rushed into the inn and hustled to the rough table where the messenger sat eating a bowl of stew while his father looked on. He quickly looked about the room to see if he had left everything in order. Trak cleaned the place much better than his father did. He took care of all of the rooms, too. The room sported clean bleached wood floors. The tables and chairs were oiled once a month after a solid scrubbing. His father helped him do that. He was proud of the way he took care of the place. The inn may look a little shabby from the outside, but Trak often heard compliments on how clean Able kept the place and that meant him.
Trak stood at attention, just as if he were reporting to duty, his fingers straight down, his arms held downward with his elbows barely bent. His toes were spread apart an inch so that his heels touched perfectly.
“I am here, Father,” he said, his eyes focused on the wall, not on his father.
Able waved his hand at him. “At ease, soldier.” He gave his son a grin and shook his shoulder with his massive hand. Trak looked at the messenger, who didn’t smile at Trak, but smirked.
“Uppity sort of kid,” the messenger said derisively. He then took a deep breath and brought up a leather tube. “The uppity kid gets the message, all the same.” He squinted at Trak, but handed the tube over to Able. “As you can see, it is still sealed by the Probate Commissioner at Pestledown.” Trak never liked the messenger, who often used the inn. A sneer never seemed far from the messenger’s face. He could never trust such a man.
Able shook his head as he held the tube in both hands, staring at the seal. “Wish I could read the damned letter sure to be inside.”
“He doesn’t either?” the messenger jerked his head towards Trak, who now stood with his legs half a pace apart with the back of his hands pressing into the small of his back. The messenger shook his head at Trak’s military posture. “I don’t know how you can put up with such shenanigans. In some countries, people obsessed with getting everything in precise order are put up in madhouses.”
“How would you know? As far as I know, you’ve been born and bred in Herring’s Bone,” Able said.
The messenger just sneered again, but Trak could see that he didn’t do that with the confidence he had in his demeanor before Able put the man’s comment down.
The messenger didn’t understand him at all. Trak could relax when he needed to, but when was the last time he did that? He couldn’t remember. Sleep was for relaxing.
“Neel?  A pint for your services,” Able said to his friend sitting on a chair sideways with his back leaning against the wall and a foot on the rungs of another chair.
“At your elbow, I am, ready to be of some small help,” Neel said, rubbing his hands and grinning. The man was nicest when sober, which wasn’t very often. Nicest was a relative term, Trak thought. He often thought of Neel as surly and then surlier, but he had never doubted that Neel was a friend to him as well as to his father.
“Read it aloud, so Trak can hear. The letter is addressed to him, after all,” Able said, sitting down and smiling while he folded his arms. He leaned back in a chair, something he generally didn’t do except before he joined Neel and his friends in the evening for a few drinks. Few? What an understatement!
Neel cleared his throat. “Parched, I am. Perhaps a tiny bit of lubricant.”
“Trak, pull three fingers of ale for our friend,” Able said.
Trak nodded and marched behind the bar and returned with Neel’s requested throat soother. Neel took a large swig and let out a belch. Neel generally won the belching contests between his father’s friends. The dark-haired man undid the seal of the leather tube and let the letter slide down with a collection of big coins carefully wrapped in rough cloth so they wouldn’t clink in the tube. Trak noticed the eyes of the messenger grew.
Able unwrapped the coins. “Eight gold sovereigns, death money, I reckon.” He slid them over to Trak.
Need cleared his throat and finished off the lubricant and waited a moment for the ale to do its job, and then began to read.
 
“This is dated 35th day of the seventh month of the 735th year of the Honeygold Dynasty.
 
Written and sealed by the Probate Commissioner, Pestledown of the country of Pestle.
 
To Master Trak Bluntwithe of The Blunted Sword, Greenbrook,
 
Your mother’s brother, Willbest Youngblood, having passed away ten days ago, has bequeathed an EDUCATION —Neel precisely pronounced the word— up to and including obtaining a degree of his choosing at Pestledown University or its equivalent. A trust has been set up at the Pestledown Royally Chartered Financial Depository and Bank to fund said EDUCATION. The funds to be kept under trusteeship by my firm, Beanmouth Solicitations & Bookkeeping.
 
It is known that your EDUCATION has been sorely neglected and the grant will include sufficient tutoring to allow you to pass the University admission tests to be taken between your eighteenth and twentieth year. The admission test must be passed in order to pursue your degree. Your tutoring will be conducted through the Pestledown Preparatory Organization. Further instructions are in possession of Podor Feeley, Administrator of the organization. There are eight golden sovereigns to use to transport yourself and a modest amount of belongings to Pestledown.
 
You are to present yourself and this scroll to Administrator Feeley by the fifteenth of Fourmonth.
 
Signed,
 
Horsent Beanmouth
Lawyer
 
 
Neel laughed. “What do you say, Trak? It looks like I was wrong, this afternoon. You are going to leave us.”
“I can’t,” Trak said, looking at his father. The man could barely manage the inn with him. The place would fall apart without Trak to keep things going. Trak would fall apart without the constant work the inn provided him. He knew every move he would make and how all of the forms of his life shifted and moved from task to task. He didn’t want to go. He wouldn’t go.
Able rose slowly to his feet. His knees had gradually given him increasing pain in the last few years, although he hadn’t seen fifty years yet. Trak looked at his shaggy brown hair, now becoming lighter with gray. Able put his arms around his son. “Relax, Trak and give me a hug,” he whispered in Trak’s ear.
The words that Neel spoke still bounced around in his head. “My place is here, with you, Father.”
Able pushed on his son’s shoulder to put him at arm’s length and looked into his eyes. “Galinda came from excellent stock. It shows in you, but I’m not the one to shape you. You barely know how to puzzle out letters, which is better than I can do. I insist that you go. I’ve got enough support to keep me going. Testor’s son is coming up on your age and Testor needs the money for seed. I’ll buy myself the boy and maybe another as an apprentice.” Able nodded to Trak and hugged him again. “There are enough folks around Greenbrook who need to make some money. Bad times could be on us in an instant. Anyway, if I have to pay for workers, I’ll finally be forced to increase my prices like you and Neel have been after me to do for so long.”
Trak’s eyes began to water and he found it hard to focus. “I can’t leave, I can’t.” Everything Trak had known came from Greenbrook. He felt his military resolve weaken with emotion.
“Don’t say you can’t!” Neel said. “This calls for a celebration tonight. I’ll summon Terence and Astun. The five of us will join our mugs to each other a thousand times this evening.”
“Maybe five or ten,” Able said glaring at Neel and then he nodded his head. “Will you be joining us, messenger?”
“No. A quick meal and then I’ve got to ride to Missy’s Vale to deliver a few letters. You better be on the road first thing in the morning young man, or you’ll miss a ship to Pestledown,” the messenger said. Why would he say anything to help him? Trak went out and prepared the messenger’s horse for departure.
~
“Did you ever meet Uncle Willbest Youngblood?” Trak said. His mind still worked even though he had been soaking it in alcohol for a while. His father hadn’t crossed over into muddled thinking, yet.
“He came to visit his two sisters, who lived here soon after you were born. I don’t think the man ever approved of me.” Able looked at Neel. “He didn’t approve of you neither, did he?”
Neel just shook his head and took another drink.
“You actually look more like him than Neel or I do. Tall, spare, blue eyes and a sense of order. A bit of a nasty man, he was and that is definitely not in your nature. Willbest traded rare woods and cloth. He wasn’t a magician, not like your aunt and your mother, he wasn’t. Oops.” Able covered his mouth with his hand and looked at Neel. “I wasn’t supposed to say that, was I?”
“But they are forbidden in Pestle! My mom was a magician?”
Neel grabbed Able’s wrist. “It’s time he knew a bit about his heritage, Able. Yes, your mother and her sister were magicians and very good ones. And yes, it was forbidden just after your parents were married, like it is now.”
Able waved Neel’s comment away and took another sip of ale. “Forbidden doesn’t mean magic doesn’t exist. Jeena, your aunt, and Galinda had power, like Neel said. They both knew a bunch of magical poses that worked well when coupled with a word or two of power.” He belched, a sign that he was heading for a muddled head. “That’s how magic works if you have enough power running through your veins.”
Trak couldn’t believe Able’s words—his mother possessed power? Did he? “Did she ever show you any tricks?”
His father nodded. “Your mother could light a fire with her finger. Once I saw Jeena blow over a tree.” Able shivered as if a cold wind blew through the nearly empty common room. “You saw her that day, didn’t you, Terry?”
The village blacksmith nodded. He was a bit further gone that Able, Neel or Astun, his father’s other drinking friend. Terry slurred out, “I just about wet my pants. She was a careful one, Jeena was. The sisters swore us all to secrecy, they did. Swore us to say nothin’ ‘bout it, but I remember that smile. She liked to pull all of our legs. Metaphorically speakin’ of course.” He began to giggle, uncontrollably.
Neel perked up during their talk about magic. “I know of a woman who can teach you some magic in Pestledown. You can’t tell anyone, but should you want to learn, tell her I sent you.” Neel squinted his eyes in thought. “Better yet, don’t. Her name is Honor Fidelia. I knew her growing up. Not exactly a woman a man would fall in love with. Least of all me” He laughed as if his relationship with her had been a joke and took another drink. They all took another drink.
Trak didn’t remember much else about his going away party. He left his father, Neel, Astun and Terry asleep in the common room and left to spend his last night in his room, more of a shack really, tacked onto the back by the kitchen.
He laid, hands behind his head, looking up at the ceiling. He had built his own space, complete with a water pump, iron stove and water closet. Trak wondered if he could take military science and become an officer in the king’s army? The education could get him a commission. Commoners, such as himself, generally marched in the ranks of the infantry, but Trak knew so many forms that he knew with a little extra training, he could fight rather well.
Trak had practiced his military forms often enough. He knew he’d probably learn new ones in the army, but the time had come to fill his head with knowledge. He couldn’t help but smile. An education. He never thought he’d learn to read properly, but now the opportunity came and he would grasp it.
~
A merchant from further inland, staying the night at Greenbrook, had offered to take Trak to Herring’s Bone. From there, Trak could sail to Pestledown. Trak wondered how his father had ever managed to get the man’s horses taken care of and checked into his room, being in the state he left him the previous night. 
He poked his head in the water barrel to rinse out any cobwebs and stiffened up to march to the stable to get the merchant’s wagon ready to go.
Before he took it around to the front of the inn, Trak slipped his meager bag of possessions into the back of the wagon. He looked around the unpainted wood of the stable yard and wished he could have talked Able into doing it up proper. Maybe sometimes he could take a break in his studies and do it himself. His mind moved to picturing the kinds of new forms he could use to do the job.
“I’ll be back, soon enough,” Trak said as he gave his father a hug. “I’m only fifteen, but I know how to take care of myself and I’ll be sixteen in a month or two.”
Neel laughed. “You might at that, but watch out for thieves and those who would fool you out of your money. Remember to visit Honor Fidelia. She runs Fidelia’s Dancing Studio. Remember that.”
“Don’t talk our boy into learning magic, Neel. It was bad enough having to put up with Galinda’s tricks. That’s what ended up getting Jeena and her killed,” Able said quietly to Neel and Trak. It wouldn’t do to have the merchant know that Trak might seek out a magician. 
His father took the merchant aside, Trak knew they had known each other for a long time, and then he turned to his son. “You learn how to apply what you know. At least I taught you what’s right and what’s wrong. Just don’t do anything wrong.”
“I won’t.” He put his mouth close to his father’s ear. “Magic’s not for me.” Trak grinned and tossed his small bag on the wagon and slipped the leather tube’s strap over his neck. At least he knew how to make change out of all the money he possessed. It was more than three month’s income of renting rooms and selling ale. He climbed up by the merchant on the driver’s seat and his life headed in a new direction.
He waved back at his father and the three men who were like uncles to him and settled in for a day on the road with the merchant. Trak looked back as the roofs of the little village disappeared behind a hill. He hadn’t felt any fear before, but he did now.
“Going all the way to Pestledown?” the merchant said. Trak didn’t object to his nosiness, even though his father had paid his way.
“I am getting an education.”
The merchant paused for a few minutes, gazing at his horse as it ambled down the road ahead. “Pestledown might not be the place you expect it to be,” he said. “There are some who might be who they seem, but more often than not, folks there tell you to act one way and then you see them act differently. Don’t give your trust easily. I’ve learned that to my chagrin twice in my life and it hasn’t happened since. Do you understand?”
Trak nodded his head. “I’ve seen bad enough things in the inn and some not so pleasant stuff in our village. I’ll remember. Neel Cardswallow is a cad and a wastrel. But as long as I have known him, he has taught me about weapons and has been like a true uncle, but I suspect he’s done some bad things.”
“Only to himself, Trak Bluntwithe, Neel’s not a cad or a wastrel, don’t you forget that. He puts up a big front, but the man has been honest every time I’ve dealt with him. No, the kind of people I’m talking to you about are those with an easy smile and a heart of cold stone. Neel is just about the opposite of them.”
The merchant’s words set Trak to thinking about how naive he was despite his claims to the merchant. When he finished his education, that naïveté would be gone, he was certain. He vowed to return to Greenbrook as a man.
They talked about less serious things until late in the afternoon.
“Stop the wagon,” A voice yelled from within a copse of trees. Trak had never heard of highwaymen along the road to Herring’s Bone before, but he couldn’t think of any reason another might want to hold them up.
The merchant pulled up on the reins. “Don’t do anything stupid,” he told Trak out of the side of his mouth.
Three mounted masked men emerged from the trees with swords in their hands. One of them pointed to Trak. “You, remove that tube from your neck and throw it on the ground.”
Trak squinted at the horse and recognized it as the messenger’s saddle and tack. Of course, he attended the reading of Trak’s legacy. “I need to get a letter from it. You can have what remains.”
The man nodded and then rode up and slipped the point of his sword under the merchant’s neck. “Not a word to anyone about this or you’ll be dead men.”
Dead boy, Trak thought. He was just a boy, but he had just experienced his nastiest encounter with the kind of people the merchant had told him about in the morning. He stuffed the letter from Beanmouth, the lawyer, into his shirt and threw the tube on the ground. He could hear the dull clinking of the gold coins bouncing around. The rider slipped the point of his sword through the strap and lifted the tube up and nodded to the other men and he rode quickly away, leaving the two men behind.
They looked at each other, and then at the merchant. “Our friend only wanted the tube, but we thinks we want much more,” one of them said. “You, boy! Get down and unload the merchandise. We want to see if there is any hidden treasure and they you’ll both strip so we can see if there if you’ve been hiding anything from us.” They both laughed. 
One of them rode along the wagon and poked Trak with his sword. “Off!”
Trak jumped off and walked along the side of the wagon. He noticed a stout pole on the side of the wagon, secured by hooks. The two bandits were talking to the merchant, when Trak decided he wouldn’t take any more of this.  He slipped the pole, barely taller than him, off of the hooks and swung it, using the staff forms that he had learned. One of the robbers fell to the ground with a thud. Trak hit him again on the head. He didn’t know if he could fight two men on horseback, even if his pole had the advantage of reach.
The other man wheeled his horse and attacked Trak.  He raised his sword to strike down, but Neel had taught him what the forms were used for and unmounted this one easier than the first.  The robber hit the ground and rolled up with a sword in his hand.
“You think you can handle me, boy?” the robber said with a sneer in his voice.
“I do,” Trak said. “I’m warning you now, run away or I’ll put you away like I did your friend.”  Trak moved his eyes towards the still figure of the bandit’s companion. The man turned his head away from Trak to look at the other robber and Trak quickly bounced the pole against the man’s head.
“Good work, Trak!” the merchant said. “Tie up their horses to the wagon and take their swords.  We’ll leave them in the dirt.”
“I will, sir,” Trak said as he placed the pole on the hooks at the side of the wagon. 
“I never thought my awning pole would be so valuable,” the merchant said when they were half a mile from the ambush.
“They didn’t hurt you?
The merchant shook and then scratched his head. “Didn’t take a farthing from me. I had the equivalent of two sovereigns in my pouch.”
Trak’s stomach felt hollow. “I had eight sovereigns in that tube.”
“Eight! Oh my, what a loss. How did they know?”
“The leader brought them to me. He’s the messenger from Herring’s Bone. I’ll bet that he’s done the same thing more than once.”
The merchant shook his head. “You should report him.”
Trak pursed his lips and looked away. He didn’t want the merchant to see watery eyes. “How could I prove it was him? I’d end up with my throat slit and maybe yours too. My first real lesson of hard life,” Trak said. “I’ve seen such characters at the inn, but never in action. If the messenger thinks not having the gold sovereigns will keep me from my rightful education, he’s wrong, very wrong.” Trak knew how to work and would find a way to earn his transportation to Pestledown, but he’d have to hurry to meet the lawyer to get some additional money to live on as soon as he arrived in the king’s city.
The merchant tilted his head and gazed at Trak. “You shame me, boy. Here I meant to give you a lesson about people and you have given me one. And I thought you defenseless to be leaving Able, Neel and the rest of your friends at The Blunted Sword.”
“I’m not defenseless,” Trak said.
“No, you’re not.”
Neither of them spoke anymore until they had reached the edge of Herring’s Bone. Trak smelled the sea and saw the masts sticking above the village roofs. Somehow the thought of a voyage on that vast sea in a little boat brought a bit of fear. Would he have to fight his way during the years he would live in Pestledown, like he did today? He didn’t know and, all of a sudden, Trak didn’t look forward to finding out.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
 
“I’LL BE HAPPY TO WORK MY WAY TO PESTLEDOWN,” Trak said to the harbormaster. His little shack looked down at the three piers that made up the harbor of Herring’s Bone. Five ships had tied up along them.
“Fifteen, eh?  You look fit enough. I’ve got a ship heading out tonight and one tomorrow. After that,” he shook his head. “It’s not like they come to Herring’s Bone on a schedule.”
Trak had no place to stay and no money to pay for room or board. “Tonight, if I can.”
“If it’s just to Pestledown, make sure that you are awake when they dock or you might be headed to their next port. It’s been known to happen.”
“I’ll be awake, sir.” Trak took the scribbled note along with him to theCharity’s Surprise. He hadn’t expected much and that was a good thing since the ship looked just about ready for the scrap heap. Cargo was in process of being loaded. He walked up the gangplank to a seaman just a little better dressed than the others.
“I’m here to work my way to Pestledown.” He handed the man the scrap of paper.
“Trak Bluntwithe, eh? The galley is at the bottom of that hatch.” The man gave Trak his paper back. “Don’t lose that. The cook will show you where to stow your gear. It’s a good thing you travel light. I’m Captain Netherlight. Come back to me in a few minute’s time and I’ll put you to work in the forward hold moving the cargo around so it don’t shift any. Got me?”
“Yes, sir,” Trak said. “I won’t disappoint.”
“Don’t or you’ll be feeding the sharks midway to Pestledown.”
Trak didn’t know if the man joked or not, but he wasn’t about to take any chances. He ran down and found the cook, who assigned him a bunk and a locker much bigger than his sack of clothes.
“We’re light too many seamen,” the cook said. “We ran into a storm on our way here. Captain Netherlight’s most like relieved he got even you aboard. Go now.” The cook gave him a gentle shove of the shoulder towards the ladder leading to the deck.
At least the cook seemed honest enough, thought Trak. He stood ramrod straight in front of the captain, just like Neel had taught him.
“No airs, Bluntwithe. We’re not that regimented aboard my scow. The ladder is over there and Dimmy’s at the bottom. He’ll be relieved to get some help. I want to leave Herring’s Bone as soon as possible.” The captain nodded and pointed to a hole in the deck where a rickety crane lowered bags of grain.
Trak shot down the ladder just after the crane dropped off its load. “Dimmy?” he said to the fat little sailor sweating up a storm in the dark hold. “I’m Trak Bluntwithe and I am here to help you.”
“Fine, help me with these sacks. We have to arrange them so they won’t shift on the seas.”
Both of them worked down in the hold for the next three hours. Dimmy worked Trak harder than Trak thought was fair, but that lasted until another sailor told them the cargo was all loaded. They both took a break and then finished up stacking and restacking the cargo. Trak helped Dimmy use timbers as crosspieces to finish their job. Trak used a form he had employed in the stable for stacking hay bales.
“You act like some kind of wind-up toy, the way you move. It’s worked well enough. Let’s get some food,” Dimmy said. “Captain’s got to inspect our work before we leave, anyway.” He led Trak through the bowels of the ship this time and they ended up at the table by the cook’s galley.
“Backer isn’t much of a cook, but he manages to feed us lots of his swill.” Dimmy patted his round stomach.
Trak agreed that the cook didn’t make the tastiest of food, but his appetite pushed away any finickiness. So far, he rather enjoyed the food, friendliness and the camaraderie with his fellow sailors.
The captain made it down to the galley and all of the sailors stood when he got to the bottom of the ladder. He nodded at his men. “Bluntwithe, you’re only with us for six days. We’re getting underway in just a few minutes. Since you know Dimmy, you two have the first watch. Don’t get in the way of my sailors while they set the sails.”
“I won’t, sir.”
The captain grunted and returned to the deck.
“So much for my meal,” Dimmy said. He had eaten about three times what Trak had managed to put down.
Dimmy had Trak shadow him as they helped unfurl the sails and set the sheets, and then he helped work the winches that raised and lowered the sails. All they needed was a strong body and Trak could nearly provide them with one, although he was only fifteen.
They sailed out of Herring’s Bone into a brilliant sunset. The sun’s waning light painted bright colors on the clouds that littered the horizon. Trak didn’t think he had ever seen a sunset so beautiful, but when the sun went down, the dampness of the air began to chill him. He began to shiver, and then the roll of the waves began to make his stomach do the same.
Dimmy laughed. “There is a reason the captain wanted you to do the first watch. None of us want a seasick sailor fouling below decks. There are only ten of us aboard theCharity’s Surprise and we don’t need any more noxious smells than we create ourselves. If you have to heave ho, make sure you hug the leeward rail. That means downwind into the sea, lad. Get me?”
Trak nodded. He took deep breaths and began to do the calming exercises that Neel had taught him. They seemed to work and, an hour later as darkness closed tightly within, Trak stood at the bow gazing out over the sea.
What a day! Of course, he felt worse about losing his money. He might have been treated as a guest in one of the two empty cabins aboard the very same ship, not having to do a thing, but he had enjoyed the work. As he saw the moon rise over the water, he heard a whistle.
“I’ve come to relieve you,” a sailor said.
Bed seemed like a wonderful idea as he collapsed onto his bunk. He heard a crunch and wondered what the remains of the huge insect he had just crushed looked like. It would have to wait until morning.
Dimmy showed him how to swab the none-too-clean decks that Trak noticed when he boarded. Trak had them scrubbed and swabbed by lunchtime. Dimmy just looked on while he did all the work, but Trak already knew mopping forms and he smiled as he pretended to be cleaning the floor of the common room. Part of him wanted to feel resentful, but he was earning his way to Pestledown. The afternoon was spent recoiling rope around the winches. The captain was very particular on how the coils were arranged.
The next day ended up being much the same as one before, except Dimmy permitted Trak to climb up into the rigging to help him with the sails. The ship had only a single mast that carried square sails. The other triangular sails just went from the bottom of the masts to the top. 
Trak had gotten used to working with the crew for the next few days, but in the morning, the ship would put in to Pestledown. He felt he had earned his way, but his sailing experience would come to an end and his education could actually begin.
Trak spent the evening in his bunk trying to imagine his new life, but never quite managed. A crewman woke him up for another watch. The cook called him over on his way to his bunk and handed him a hot drink to keep away the ‘shivers’, the cook had said. He had never been so tired when he laid his head down.
He woke to the clanging of a ship’s bell and ran up the ladder to see the ship sailing away from a large city in the distance. “That’s Pestledown!” he said. Neel had described it enough to him.
“Right,” Captain Netherlight said. “And now that you’ve seen it, consider yourself one of the crew. We won’t see land for another ten days.” The captain laughed, but Trak pushed him aside and dove into the water. The water wasn’t particularly warm and he couldn’t move other than tread water for a moment.
“Stop, there are sharks in those waters!”
Trak turned around at the ship. “There are sharks above the waters and I’ve got to avoid those, too.” He trod water for a minute, watching the ship dwindle as it continued on. Trak wondered what stupid thing he had just done. The letter remained in his shirt, but now it was thoroughly wet. It didn’t matter; he would make it to Pestledown one way or another, sharks or no sharks.
At least Astun Dimple, one of his father’s friends had taught him how to swim when he was much younger. Trak remembered that the first thing was to never panic. He figured that the shore was at least a mile away and tried to keep his fears down. Sharks and fatigue. Astun taught him how to minimize fatigue, but never for a mile. Emerald Lake was about a half mile across and he had made the swim often enough, but there were no waves of any consequence on Emerald Lake.
He started out, using the frog stroke that Astun had taught him. Trak converted the stroke to a form and that made it easier for him to concentrate on steadily heading for shore. He made headway and thought that Pestledown was getting closer but it was moving to this left. How could that be? Then it struck him as he rested, floating on the tops of the waves for a needed break; a current drove him off of his path, just as if he floated in a river, 
When he started out again, he swam, heading far to the left of the city. There was a headland that became his destination. On and on he swam until he felt something brush his side and saw the fin of a shark roll up on the surface of the water. He had to stop and defend himself.
Trak kicked in the water as the fin approached him. He took a deep breath and assumed a boxing pose. Sliding beneath the waters, he saw the fish. It looked all mouth to him. He remembered some guest talking about punching sharks in the nose. Did he have any kind of alternative? He couldn’t think of anything else as the shark began his attack run. Trak felt panic grip him. He thrust his fist out in exactly the same angry pose that he practiced continually and yelled STOP even though he was underwater.
A flash went through his mind and then a strange surge went out through his fist. The shark seemed to be frozen a few paces from him and began to sink a bit. Trak thought the encounter to be a dream. He must already be dead, but he couldn’t breathe wherever his soul had ended up. He realized he was below water and he kicked up towards the surface. Pestledown still lay off in the distance as he took in a huge gulp of air.
Whatever had happened, he seemed to be in one piece and he continued his swim. He had to take breaks, but never dared stop moving. Astun had told him that one had to keep moving in the water. If he stopped, he might never be able to get going again. He concentrated on repeating each stroke as a form. An eternity later, he grabbed on to the shell-encrusted ladder that led up to a dock. He cut his hand on the rungs, but continued up and finally collapsed on the rough wood of the dock. Trak flipped over onto his back and just let his muscles relax.
“You aren’t allowed to sunbathe on the docks, boy,” a grizzled old man carrying a staff said and then poked him hard in the ribs.
“I just swam in from the sea. TheCharity’s Surprisewas supposed to bring me here, but I jumped off the ship and swam here.” Trak barely recognized his voice. His stomach turned over a few times.  He wondered how much saltwater he might have swallowed,
“Captain Netherlight’s ship?” The old man looked out to sea and back to Trak. “There are sharks in that harbor, it’s a wonder you made it in one piece.”
Trak didn’t feel like sharing his experience with the fish and just nodded. “I’m lucky, I guess.” He struggled to get to his feet, but rolled to the edge of the dock and emptied the contents of his stomach into the sea.  That actually made his stomach feel better, so he stood and stumbled around a bit with the old man’s help. He looked back out to sea and cursed Captain Netherlight. He let his anger warm him up for a moment. If he ever crossed paths with the captain, he would make the man pay.
“I’m sorry lad, you can’t stay here,” the man said with a little bit of softness in his voice. “I’ve helped you enough, you’ll have to move along. We have to use this pier for work.”
He needed a place to stay and that meant money. Trak pulled out his paper to ask the man if he knew where Horsent Beanmouth’s law office was. He unfolded the wet paper to see that all of the ink had bled together into an unintelligible mess. His stomach lurched again in response.
“Thank you for your service to me,” Trak said as he staggered off the dock and into a strange city without a purse and without proof of his education or even of his identity.
The sun still shone, but Trak needed food and fresh water. His stomach growled as he tried to come up with any options, but returning to Greenbrook sounded like the worst thing he could do.
As he wandered through the city’s streets he passed a sign. Trak knew enough of his letters to make out the name: something Dance something. Could this be Honor Fidelia’s place?  He had never heard of that as a last name for anyone before. Neel had told him to seek her out, even if she had to have been an imposing woman from Neel’s reaction to her memory. He had scoffed at seeking out a magician, but Trak felt the first urges of desperation. Perhaps she’d know how to restore the letter. That would be motivation enough to at least talk to the woman.
He stepped inside and wondered what a dance studio was. Did people actually pay to learn how to dance? Evidently. Trak shook his head at the strange things city people did. There would be more stupefying facts.
“Hello?” He called out to an empty store. He noticed racks of costumes that didn’t make any sense to him.
“Looking for a bit of dance instruction, fella?” said a tall woman with a shock of bright coppery streak running down the side of her head contrasting with her dark hair. She was nearly as tall as Neel. Perhaps that had made his father’s friend a little off-put by the woman.
“A friend suggested that I seek you out.”
She squinted at Trak with dubious eyes. “Who, may I ask?”
“An old acquaintance.” Trak wouldn’t hazard to say that Neel had been a friend. “Neel Cardswallow. Did he tell me the truth?”
“What is the truth, but lies told in a more palatable way?” Trak could tell that she recognized the name.
“I don’t believe that,” Trak said. “You are Honor Fidelia, aren’t you?”
The witch or mage or whatever one would call a female magician snorted out a bit of a laugh. Perhaps entertaining the lady might get her to help him, he thought for one short minute. She walked around Trak. His clothes began to drip on her floor, and then her face turned grim.
“Neel is hardly a friend,” she said. “We go back to before I first came to Pestle.”
“I didn’t say he was a friend, yet he still recommended that I see you in Pestledown. I’ve come all the way from Greenbrook to claim my education and had to jump ship in the middle of the ocean to get here.”
“You swam in the ocean to get here?”
“I was about to be impressed into a ship’s company. I paid for my passage with work and I think they drugged me so I wouldn’t get off at Pestledown.” He just realized that must have been why he slept so late. He grit his teeth at the thought of such an evil trick. The cook and Dimmy must have been in on it. How could he trust anyone after that? “They were about a mile out when I jumped from the ship.”
She nodded and closed her eyes and shook her head. “Didn’t the sharks eat you up?”
Trak held out his hand. “No bite marks, although I did dissuade one.”
“You did? How did you do that?” She gave him a ghost of a smile and sat down on a trunk, leaving Trak standing while his clothes continued to drip on her wooden floor.
“I assumed the form of hand to hand combat and yelled STOP.” Trak just laughed. “It seemed like something happened and the shark disappeared from view. I wasn’t bothered for the rest of my swim. I nearly didn’t make it, even so.”
Something in what he had said perked the woman up. “Show me the pose.”
“The form?” Trak shrugged and assumed the form, pointing his fist at her. “Then I said STOP.” He felt the same force overcome him and the woman slammed into the wall and fell to the floor. Trak ran over to her and helped her up. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.” He made to help her brush the dust off that had collected on her dress, but she slapped away his hands.
“I do. You just practiced magic. I’m just glad that you didn’t kill me.”
Trak’s eyes widened and he could feel his jaw drop. “Magic? I did?” He jumped back and rubbed his hands together in dismay. “I’m sorry.” How could he have done magic? He thought back at all of the forms he had made up in his life and wondered why nothing had happened before?
She scowled at him. “You better be. You’re lucky you didn’t kill yourself. Now why did you come all the way from Greenbrook to me? Just on the word of Neel Cardswallow?”
He pulled the letter out of his shirt and held it out to her. “I was bequeathed an education by my uncle and this was a letter of introduction. I was robbed before I even got to Herring’s Bone, so I have no money, no place to stay and Horsent Beanmouth won’t believe I am who I am without a letter of introduction. No one will believe I am who I say I am.”
Honor sat back down on the trunk. “I certainly do, for what it’s worth. It’s not everyone who can do what you did in the water. Darned few have any power.” She stretched her back for a bit, and then folded her arms and thought for a moment before thrusting out her hand.
Trak handed off his letter. He didn’t want to let her have it, but in its current state, it didn’t help him one bit.
Honor put her hand to her chin and then laid the letter on the floor. She suddenly jumped up, assumed some crazy pose and said a word that Trak had never heard before. As she said it, he could feel a taste of the same kind of power he had felt when he knocked her over. Did magic feel like that?
She bent over and presented a legible letter back to Trak. “A restoration pose worked well enough.”
He read it over. He couldn’t read but the letters looked the same, so he carefully folded the letter and put it back in his shirt. “So I can do magic, eh? My mother could, you know.”
Honor’s eyes lit up. “Could?”
“She died.”
“Her name?” Honor said.
“Galinda Youngblood, she died before I could remember what she looked like,” Trak concentrated on not letting his voice break up as it often did when he talked about the mother he could hardly remember.
Honor nodded her head. “I knew her when she married your father. She did know magic and used it a bit too indiscriminately. It didn’t matter in the end.”
Trak didn’t know what the word meant. “I would guess. Magic’s illegal!”
“And that makes you a criminal, doesn’t it?” she said.
Trak didn’t know what to say. He felt embarrassed and wrung his hands in a bit of panic. “I’ll be on my way, if you don’t mind. I need to find the lawyer’s office so I can get a bit more in the way of cash. I’m still very tired from my swim.” Trak had perhaps made the mistake of showing magic to another witness. Was he too willing to talk to Honor Fidelia? He’d have to learn to keep his mouth shut.
“And hungry, too, I would guess,” she said, breaking him out of his thoughts.
The last thing Trak wanted to do was to eat with the witch. Sometimes she looked nice and other times she looked nearly evil, or maybe just dour. He didn’t know what to think. Could he really be a male witch? A magician. He didn’t have an answer, but looked outside and back at the woman.
She walked to a counter and pulled a box from the back and placed it on the counter. “Here’s enough for a room and a few meals,” Honor said as she plucked six silver shillings from the box and stacked them on the counter.
“More than enough, by my reckoning,” Trak said.
She lifted one side of her mouth into a sneery smile. “Not in Pestledown. Take it and pay me back when you wish. I have much to teach you, if you can get over the activity being illegal.”
Trak straightened up at her attack on his honor. Honor, he thought and suppressed a smile. “I’ll do that. Thank you for the letter.” He picked up five of the shillings. “One for your services.”
Honor leaned over and pressed the sixth shilling back into his hand. “My services are much more dear than that. Consider it a gift and a promise of things to come.”
Trak withdrew his hand from hers and nodded. “Thank you. I’ll repay you as soon as I am able and I’m sorry for knocking you about.”
She shrugged. “Such things come with the training. You’ve got potential, Galinda’s son.”
“Trak. Trak Bluntwithe is my name.”
She looked at him oddly and pushed him towards her door. “Go Trak Bluntwithe and the door is always open for your return.”
“Thank you.”
Honor scoffed at his words. “For showing that you are a criminal? Thank me later when you understand how wonderful your gift is. Beanmouth’s office is on this road about a mile towards the city center in a light stone building with dark blue wooden shutters. You won’t miss it.” She closed the door behind him without another word.
~
People walked with purpose in this city and much faster than those who strolled and chatted with friends as the residents of Greenbrook moved from place to place. He just might find city life to his liking. Trak smiled in pleasant contemplation while he tried to stay in the sun to dry off his clothes. He has spent a little of his money on some street food and now knew that his six silver coins wouldn’t last long in Pestledown.
Eventually Trak arrived at his destination. He looked up at the sign on the light brick building with dark blue shutters. He gazed at the plaque by the door and puzzled out the letters. They were the same as the ones at the bottom of the letter, he thought, as he walked into a gloomy room. There were plenty of windows, but they were opaque with grime. Three men sat behind tall desks scribbling on paper. In the back, a corpulent man sat at a large desk doing much the same. That must be Beanmouth, sweating away, making his bald head glisten in the light. Trak walked to the back.
“Horsent Beanmouth?” Trak said as he took the letter from inside his shirt. At least the walk had dried him off so he merely felt damp. “I’m Trak Bluntwithe and I need a bit more money.”
“Trak who?”
He handed over the letter to Mister Beanmouth. “Oh, the Youngblood nephew. You were supposed to give this to Podor Feely.”
Trak could feel his face burn with embarrassment. “I fear my money was stolen from me before I even made it to Herring’s Bone.”
Beanmouth’s face looked uncomprehendingly at Trak.
“I have no money to live on,” Trak said. “I am supposing that you can help me out, here, sir.”
The lawyer blinked as if awakened. “Oh, certainly, I don’t know where Herring’s Bone is, but it looks like you made it here on time.” He scribbled on a piece of paper and shoveled it into Trak’s hands from across his desk. “Take it to Snively.” He jerked his head towards the closest clerk and then put his head back down and picked up a pencil and resumed his scribbling.
“Thank you,” Trak said, but his appreciation obviously didn’t register on the lawyer. He took the few steps to Snivley’s desk. “Here.” He handed the note to the clerk.
Snively sniffed and looked down his long, thin dripping nose at Trak. “Money will be deducted from Youngblood’s trust for you, boy.” Trak thought that he would take an instant dislike to the man, but Snively winked at him as he pulled a key from a necklace kept underneath his shirt and opened a desk drawer. He pulled out a box and counted out five gold sovereigns.
“You’ll have to make do with this until you present your letter to Feely. He’ll provide you with more at appropriate times.” The man winked at Trak. “Now be off.” Snively shooed him away, but Trak still stood by the clerk’s desk. The clerk narrowed his eyes, trying to look at him with disapproval. Trak could read people enough to know if they were really angry. Snively wasn’t. What kind of man was he? Trak hoped he’d never have to find out.
“Do you know where I could stay tonight?”
He glared at Trak and glanced back at Beanmouth, who seemed to have gone to sleep in the short time they talked. “The Looking Inn is a proper place to start. It is well enough known and respectable, but inexpensive for Pestledown.” Snively sniffed and went back to his scrivening.
Trak didn’t mind leaving the office of the indifferent Beanmouth and the seemingly odious Snively. He forgot to ask directions to the Pestledown Preparatory Organization, but that didn’t matter. He’d do that tomorrow. Now that he had five gold sovereigns and five shillings, he could get something to eat and a good night’s rest. Perhaps tomorrow he’d find a market and buy a new set of clothes. 
~~~
 



 
Chapter Three
 
 
THE LOOKING INN APPEARED SOLID ENOUGH. Trak would have to meet the innkeeper to see if it met his need. His father had taught him that a good innkeeper made a good inn, even though Able never did quite practice what he preached. Trak made sure the inn looked presentable and he hoped his own efforts helped his father’s reputation. Being the only inn for miles, Trak didn’t know if it was the location or the work that he did that made The Blunted Sword popular.
From the outside, he noticed that the weeds were cut down. He walked through to the courtyard, no animal droppings in sight and everything was organized. The tools were in good repair, but not shiny new. He went inside. The place smelled of soap and cleaning fluids but the decorations were modest. No lord or lady would stay at such a place, but Trak would bet all of the money that he possessed that the rooms were clean and well-kept. The food would probably be on the plain side, but there would a great deal of it, cooked well. He would put the inn to the test.
Thoughts of a meal made Trak’s mouth water. He stepped up to the registration desk and rang the bell. A woman stepped behind the desk.
“And what might you be needing, a job? Sorry, we have enough stable boys and such.”
“A room and an evening and morning meal, please, something modest. I have arrived nearly penniless in Pestledown, but I’d gladly pay you in advance,” Trak said.
She was tall but not taller than Honor Fidelia. He liked the way she looked him straight in the eye. She had as many years as his father, but an energy surrounded her. The woman got things done, of that Trak was certain.
“Four shillings.” She put out her hand, but the look on her face told him that she doubted he’d have the cash.
“Is that the going rate?  It seems a little high to me. I come from Greenbrook and the inn there would charge a shilling alone.”
“You know Able Bluntwithe of The Blunted Sword?”
“My father, he is,” Trak said, very surprised that the woman would know her father.
“Jeena, your aunt, and I were best friends. Your uncle died only a few weeks ago. Willbest was not my favorite man, but Galinda had a golden heart.”
“You knew my mother? I barely remember her.” Trak just about put four shillings in the woman’s hand but stopped to negotiate. “I only need to stay the night. Uncle Willbest left me an education. I’ll pay you two shillings.”
The woman shook her head. “No, you won’t.”
Trak’s will began to waver.
“You’ll stay for free. It’s the least I can do. Your uncle lived without a wife or children. You’re the last of the Youngbloods”
Trak furrowed his brow. “If I am the heir, then why do I only get an education?”
“Good question, but one best not answered today or tomorrow.” She wrinkled her nose and grinned at him. “Where have you been? You smell like something a fisherman dragged in.”
Trak laughed with relief. A friendly face at last. “The ship that brought me meant to impress me as a sailor, but I jumped into the water when Pestledown was still in sight and swam to shore.”
“Lucky a sea beast didn’t swallow you up. I imagine you left all of your possessions on board?”
Trak nodded. “I did.” Not that he had much in the way of possessions.
The innkeeper looked Trak up and down and then grabbed a key from the board behind the desk and took him by the hand. “I’ll lend you some clothes and wash the rags you’re wearing. You need a bath!”
~
 Esmera Walkalot’s clientele consisted of merchants and wealthy farmers who didn’t brook much in the way of pretense. She had a few long-term guests that she said she’d introduce Trak to, if he found the inn to his liking. She didn’t press, but she didn’t try to discourage him either.
 Trak sat in the common room eating a late evening meal forced upon him by Esmera. He wore discarded clothes left by former guests, but they were clean and pressed by Esmera’s maids. Now that Trak had a full stomach, he needed a good night’s sleep. He could return the witch’s shillings after he had met with Podor Feely.
He finished eating and sat listening to the general hubbub as the common room filled up for the evening and took in the smells of food, ale and tobacco smoke. Her maids would likely be scrubbing tables, floors and chairs in the morning, but right now, the various aromas reminded him of The Blunted Sword. If he could write, he would send a letter to his father. Trak found himself nodding and decided it was time to go to his small, but free, room. 
Esmera had promised to spend breakfast with him, if he rose early. She promised that she would tell him about his mother, aunt and a bit about his uncle. With that thought, he quickly fell asleep and dreamed of his mother and father walking the streets of Pestledown, hand in hand.
~
Breakfast proved to be disappointing. Esmera had an emergency, securing provisions for a large group lunch at the inn, and had a serving maid give Trak her regrets. That didn’t set his mood very high when he stepped out into a drizzly day. He’d be wet again, two days in a row.
With a much shorter time at breakfast than he intended, his first journey was to Fidelia’s Dancing Studio, but the witch wasn’t in or wasn’t up. It made no difference. He’d try again. After wandering around for an hour and a half, he found a clothing market but once he saw all of the different styles of clothing available, he’d see Podor first to see if there were any dress requirements for tutored students.
He arrived at Pestledown Preparatory Organization offices just before midday and stood in front of the impressive building. Trak took a deep breath and trudged up the steps. From here on out, his life would commence to change.
The ground floor consisted of a lawyer’s office, but he found that Feely conducted his business on the third floor after puzzling for a while at a board in the hallway. Walking up the stairs was akin to approaching his doom. Finally he saw a door with a placard on the side that he thought announced his destination. 
This floor was significantly less fashionable than the first level and ‘dingy’ was the word that flittered about in Trak’s mind. The floors were swept and he didn’t notice any cobwebs in the corners, but the paint had faded to a dull, unappetizing green-black color. The windows, at least, were cleaner than Beanmouth’s law office.
He stepped in. An old man wrote at the desk covered with papers. Trak would never be able to make sense of so much writing. The old man’s hands looked arthritic, but he scribbled away quickly enough, his wispy white hair bobbing as he wrote. Boxes and files filled the bookcases, but curiously, Trak didn’t see anything that he thought might be textbooks.
“Mr. Podor Feely?”
“Wants His Majesty, do ye?” The man spoke like the farmers who had visited The Blunted Sword.
“Is Mr. Podor royalty?” Trak said.
“Naw, he just thinks he is. You want me to fetch him?”
Trak pulled his letter from his shirt and checked to see if the writing had bled again. He sighed in relief that it hadn’t. “Perhaps this might help.” He gave the letter to the old man who put on a pair of spectacles and looked up and down the letter and then turned it around and read it.
“You are the Master Bluntwithe mentioned?”
“I am. I have no idea what to do.”
“Generally, neither does His Chips.” The old man must have meant Feely. “We won’t worry about Podor. What kind of schooling have you had? Literature? Maths? Geography? Anything?” He sat with a blank paper and pencil in hand, ready to write down Trak’s accomplishments.
A flush of red colored his face. “I barely know my alphabet and my sums,” he said.
“Ooo, a blank slate. We don’t get many of those. You’ll need two tutors to start, Language and Basic Learning. Basic Learning is what generally gets taught to six-year-olds, but you’ll need to be brought up much more quickly.” The old man swiveled his chair around and consulted a file of stiff paper cards. “Here we go. Three months with Leaf Gougepenny in Basic Learning and,” the man took off his spectacles and read a card bringing it a few inches from his face. “What’s this?” the man scratched his head with confusion. “His Magnificence wants you taught by Tim Saddlebug even though he already has a student, but she just started. This here note written by Podor Himself says that you are to join them. Can’t say I’ve seen my majestic boss ever do that before.” 
“There aren’t big classes?” Trak said.
“No, no, we prepare using tutors, one-on-one preferably, but two or three at most. Tim is a, a middling teacher, but looking as how you can’t really read, you’ll learn a lot anyway. At least he is excellent friends with His Nibs. He’ll have you learning soon enough… unless you are a dunce.” The old man looked Trak over. “You don’t look like a dunce to me.”
Trak still stood in front of the desk. He straightened up to attention and took a deep breath. “I have a few questions.”
“Slather them on me, lad,” the old man said as he finished his writing and sat back with his thin gangly arms folded in front of him.
“I am in need of a place to stay.”
“Where are you now?”
“The Looking Inn.”
The old man nodded his head and looked to the side as if someone might be listening. “Plead with Esmera to put you in a room somewhere. It’s a better place than any His Magnificence would shove you in. She will bill Beanmouth directly. Give her this card and your room and board will be taken care of. Podor will grumble, but stick to your sword, boy, and refuse to move.”
“Ah, what about clothing? Do I need scholar’s robes or a uniform of some kind?”
“Clothes that cover you are suitable, but they should be clean and presentable. Robes and funny hats are claptrap requirements at the University. Ye’ll be taught in people’s homes and in their private classrooms, understand? What yer got on is good enough for Miss Gougepenny and Timmy boy. Watch out for Timmy, though. He’s a moody bugger and none too honorable. You’ll understand in a few sessions.”
Trak nodded. He wouldn’t really know what he faced until he began.
“Report here tomorrow for a packet of spending money and the addresses and times for yer tutoring. We only have a few years to prepare you for University life.”
Trak stuck out his hand. “Thank you, Mister?”
“Coffun Cricket is my name. If ye need anything, you’ll get farther with me than with Podor Feely, I’ll tell ye, but he’ll want a word soon enough. Let me know how you get on at Esmera’s place, eh?”
Trak nodded. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”
“Not too early, understand?”
Trak thought he did. He left in a state of mild bewilderment and made his way back to The Looking Inn and found Esmera inspecting the cooking going on that would be served in the evening. Trak didn’t like dealing with so few facts. Life at the inn held no surprises other than learning about human nature, but always at second or third hand. Now that he was a full participant, his control of things seemed to have turned to mist in his hands. 
He needed a little stability in his life. “Is there any chance I can stay here long term?”
Esmera smiled. “Glad you asked. There is a small flat above the stables, if you can stand the smell of horses. It is pretty much self-contained with a little kitchen and a tiny bath and water closet. You can use it with my compliments. All I ask is that you lock up the stables every night or tell me that you won’t be here to do it.”
He gave Esmera the card that Mister Cricket gave him. “Mr. Feely’s clerk said you could bill the lawyer, Horsent Beanmouth, directly.”
She looked down at the card. “How is Coffun doing? I haven’t seen him in months. I never did like him hooking up with Feely. I don’t want to speak too ill of the man, but Podor is a piece of work. Don’t trust him.”
“But my education…”
“The tutors keep him in line rather than the other way around. You’ll have to yourself, but you can get a decent enough education with him, especially with Coffun running things.”
Trak smiled. “I will. Do you want me to move my things over now?”
She nodded and reached up to ruffle Trak’s hair. “As soon as you want. Rest easy, you’ve got room and board taken care of.”
Not wanting to waste any time, Trak moved his few belongings to the two-room flat above the stable’s tack room. Trak inhaled deeply and only smelled the aroma of leather and feed. Whoever lived here had made it a slice of heaven to Trak. He liked having a bedroom and a sitting room that had a kitchen along one wall. Seasoned wood paneled the walls and the ceiling. It wouldn’t take much cleaning to make it into a place presentable to live in on his terms.
He only had a change of clothes but folded them with precision and put them in a generously sized chest of drawers in the small bedroom. The room needed just a little rearranging to Trak’s eye. He sat down on the overstuffed easy chair by the dormant fireplace and just absorbed it all.
Someone knocked on the door that led to the outside stairway that led down to a short covered walkway that connected the stable to the inn’s large porch that faced the stable yard.
“Time to show you how to lock up the place,” a stableboy said. He looked a few years younger than Trak, but had a friendly face.
“Great. Let me put on my shoes and I’ll be right down.” He locked the door to his own place and thought again, his own living quarters and much better than the little shack that he had tacked onto his father’s inn. He couldn’t wipe the smile off of his face as the boy led him to the front gate. He had two ways to go down to the ground from his flat. A covered walkway extended from his door along the back fence and down a stairway to the porch that ran along the inn’s side of the stable yard. He could also go down a steep staircase that hugged the stable wall. 
“This is the key. Please don’t lose it. I lost mine once and had to clean out the stalls all by myself for two weeks.”
“I won’t. If you ever find yourself overcome with business and I’m in my flat, I wouldn’t mind helping with the horses. I worked my father’s stable before I came here and I enjoy it.”
“You did?” The boy looked back and stopped. “We’d appreciate that. There are five of us working shifts. I’ll let them all know. Here we are. The key fits in this lock. You wrap the chain through these two holes.”
“I see the iron bars.”
“Right. Secure as it can be. Thieves can always jump the walls, but no one will ever steal a horse.”
Trak smiled and knew that wasn’t the case. A thief with a little blacksmith knowledge could break the chain. It would be noisy, but if one had the horses right at the door, by the time anyone sounded an alarm, they’d be gone. His father knew that through painful experience. He had a similar locking system at The Blunt Sword. The only good thing was that there were few determined thieves.
He graciously took the key and put it in his pocket. He’d find something, maybe in the tack shop, to attach the key to and hang it by his door. “I’ve got it. Thanks,” Trak said, watching the stableboy run towards a gruff voice yelling in the stable. The boy turned, waved, and then took off even faster.
Trak’s stomach began to growl as he stepped into the inn after cleaning off his muddy shoes. He walked up to Esmera, standing at her desk, looking at some paperwork.
“There is a little kitchen in the room. Is it all right if I bring food into the room? Some evenings, I’d like a bit more to eat.”
“Do whatever you like. If you don’t show up for a meal, don’t worry about it. I’ll bet you’ll be studying so hard, there will be days you won’t want to come down for a meal.” 
Trak grinned at her. “That would be great. Is it all right if I help your stable boys from time to time? I’m certainly experienced and would like the exercise.”
“If you like. I won’t have any objections. I might find some other kind of exercise for you, but we’ll wait on that for a bit.”
Trak didn’t know quite what she meant. “So do I take my meals in the common room or the dining room?”
Esmera laughed and put her hand on Trak’s shoulder. “Either way. The alcohol I serve at The Looking Inn isn’t the best on purpose. It’s good enough not to drive away my guests, but not enough to attract the wrong kind of clientele.”
Trak could see that. Esmera was as good an innkeeper as he could imagine. He thanked her and sat in the dining room. The tables all had white tablecloths and the plates were ceramic. The common room used metal plates and mugs. Esmera didn’t take any chances.
He had just about finished eating a slice of rhubarb pie for desert when Honor Fidelia sat at his table.
“You had business with me this morning?”
“I did,” Trak said before he had finished swallowing. How did she know? He mentally shrugged, and then stood to pull out his purse. “Six shillings.” He counted them out. “As it turned out, I didn’t need but one. I’ll be staying here, in rooms above the stable. I do thank you for extending me the loan, however. You didn’t have to do that.”
She waved his thanks away. “Rooms, eh?” Her eyes swiveled from Trak’ head to his toes. She grunted. “You’ve quickly come up in the world, Trak Bluntwithe.” She swiped the shillings off the table and put them in a pocket in her dress. “I still want you to come to my studio tomorrow. I’d like to see just how much promise you might have as a…” she looked around and whispered conspiratorially, “…as a mage. It never hurts to know a few things and, for you, enough so you don’t hurt yourself or show your aptitude in the wrong situation.”
Trak took another bite, his head spinning at the woman’s offer. “I suppose you charge for this instruction?”
She looked indignant, but shook her hair, making the coppery streak in her hair wiggle like a snake. “I do need the money, it’s true, but I’m the best teacher you’re likely to find in Pestledown, and likely the only one, in any case.”
Tomorrow held only two errands, pick up his schedule and buy a few more clothes. He thought back to his encounter with the shark and realized he didn’t want to rely on luck in a dangerous situation again. His mother had used magic, after all. “I think I’m free after midday,” he said.
Honor grinned as if she had won a great victory. Trak didn’t think so, because he could stop instruction at any time. “Right after lunch. I’ll be waiting. One gold sovereign in advance, for one month’s training.”
He reluctantly pulled out a gold and slid it across the table. That was worth twenty shillings. He’d have to endure a month of this witch’s training. He sighed and hoped it would be worth it. “I will be prompt.” Now he would have to do it.
Honor swept to her feet and quickly left the dining room. Esmera took Honor’s place at the table.
“Dancing lessons?” she said, looking towards the exit that Honor had used. “There are rumors about Honor Fidelia.” It looked to Trak, like Esmera was very familiar with Honor and her rumors.
Trak cleared his throat. “If I’m to be a scholar I must learn a few refinements. She came recommended by one of my father’s close friends.”
Esmera produced a half smile; it wrinkled up the side of her face. “Magic,” she whispered and put a finger to her nose. “I knew about Galinda’s ‘talent’. The two Youngblood girls both had learned a few tricks. Willbest couldn’t lift a scrap of paper. Your friend knows about Fidelia?”
Trak slid his chair back, alarmed. “If it is illegal…”
She put her hand on Trak’s. “It is illegal and dangerous. Not many know of her side business, which isn’t a business at all. All of her students seem to leave Pestle for good, and for good reason.” Esmera snorted and looked indignant. “I make sure I know what goes on in Pestledown. Your secret is safe with me, if there is any secret, at all.” She winked at him.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
TRAK LAY ON HIS BED, WAKING UP in the middle of the night. Did his rooms include washing the linens? That would be another question for Esmera. He didn’t like people knowing what Honor Fidelia did, but he had made the mistake of paying her one gold sovereign in advance, without haggling. She had surprised him in the restaurant. While he berated himself for weakness he heard a commotion in the stable yard.
He parted the curtain to his window and saw four horseman controlling their horses in a downpour, wearing cloaks that hung over their horses’ rumps. To Trak that meant noblemen or soldiers. He didn’t take The Looking Inn as grand enough for nobles, so they must have been soldiers. Esmera walked down from the porch into the muddy yard and had animated words with one of the men. She gave him a leather tube, a bit larger than the one that Trak had carried his message in during his journey to Pestledown.
They exchanged urgent words and then the men rode off into the rainy night. Trak noticed the stable master locking the gate back up. At least they didn’t call him down to be gatekeeper this late in the rain. He returned to his bed and wondered what that was all about. Esmera seemed to be a good, strong woman, but why would she be mixed up in that would necessitate such a late-night exchange of information?
His head spun with fantasies of revolution or spies or smuggling, some illicit activity, to be sure. He wouldn’t say anything to Esmera about it, but he would keep his eyes and ears open.
~
Coffun Cricket looked as if he hadn’t moved from the behind the desk in the Pestledown Preparatory Organization’s offices. Trak needed a shortcut to think about the business and decided to think of it as the ‘PPO’. He knew those initials well enough.
“You just missed Mister Feely,” Cricket said.
“Does it matter?” Trak said, thinking it pretty likely that Mr. Cricket did all of the work.
“Not really,” the old man gave Trak a knowing grin. “You be a smart one for being illiterate.”
Trak started at the illiterate label, but then realized that the old man was right. “I’m here for my assignments.”
“Oh, yes, that’ll be Leaf Gougepenny for Reading and Writing - Remedial. You’ll see her at 10 of the clock each morning. Tim Saddlebug will tutor you in general education commencing at three in the afternoon until dinnertime. You will share him with another student, like I told you yesterday. Do you know how to sign your name?”
Trak nodded. That was the pinnacle of his mastery of letters.
“Then sign here. You will be attending their classes for the next six months. I warn you, if you fail to pass Miss Gougepenny’s course, you may not be able to learn enough in time for University entrance.” He gave Trak two stiff cards. “One has Leaf’s address and the other has Tim’s.” The old man shook his finger at him. “You are not to use their first names unless they invite you to. Show them the cards on your first day, tomorrow.”
Trak’s stomach flipped. The weight of learning suddenly seemed like so much of a burden. He couldn’t return to Greenbrook a failure and his mastery of forms would do him little good in learning how to read. “I’ll do my best, Mr. Cricket.”
The old man smiled. “Friends call me Coffun.” He winked at Trak. “Call me Coffun.”
Trak nodded. “Uh, my packet of spending money?”
“Best not to forget that, eh?” He slid an envelope that clinked. “Three gold sovereigns and that’s more than most of our students get. Your room and board is on top of that. I’ve already received correspondence from Esmera and she is well within the acceptable range, although Lord Podor will show some disappointment you didn’t select one of the hovels that he often rents to students. Ye are all set, my boy. Good luck.” He rose from his chair and shook Trak’s hand. “I’ll let you know when His Highness is ready to receive you. He notified me that he won’t darken the door to this establishment until next week.”
“Thank you, uh, Coffun. I won’t let you down.”
“It takes quite a bit to do that. Get along now.”
Trak left, wondering if he even wanted to meet Mr. Feely. Coffun Cricket seemed to be more than competent and friendlier that he would have imagined.
Now that he had means, he would buy a few more clothes and maybe even a knife. He saw them on enough hips. He spent all morning wandering around the market and had spent an entire gold on two sets of clothes, a new pair of boots and a used, but very serviceable knife. Neel had taught him what to look for in any kind of weapon that he might purchase. This one cost as much as some new knives he looked at, but would have been many times their cost new.
He didn’t see Esmera around at lunchtime and remembered the mysterious late-night meeting. Trak changed into one of his new set of clothes and set out for the dance studio. He turned the corner and saw a girl about his own age enter the shop. Trak really didn’t want to see anyone in the shop, so he waited a few minutes for the person to leave. She didn’t. He fought entering. Should he embarrass himself in front of a person he’d never met or should he be late? The horror of facing Honor Fidelia late won out. He reluctantly shuffled to the dance studio and then looked around. He didn’t know why he felt so guilty, but he did, and then he ducked inside.
“Tardiness doesn’t become you, Trak Bluntwithe,” Honor said as he quickly shut the door. The girl stood with her back to him looking at dresses on a rack. “I have taken another student to work alongside the both of us. Today we will assess how strong each of you are.”
The girl turned around so fast her golden curls bounced in the light from the windows and smiled at Trak. He blinked in the dimness of the shop to make sure that the pretty face wasn’t part of his imagination.
She giggled and thrust out her hand. “I’m Valanna Sleekbottle. I suppose your name is Trak Bluntwine?” She looked at Honor.
Trak stood immobile for a moment and then took her hand and shook it. Her skin was so soft, but she returned his grasp with some strength. He had shaken girls’ hands before and most of them had weak limp shakes. “Bluntwithe,” he corrected, “Trak Bluntwithe. I am pleased to meet you, Miss Sleekbottle.”
Honor frowned. “You can wipe that silly grin off of your face. You two will be seeing each other every day, while you are under my instruction. This isn’t a place for emotional relationships. Magic is serious business.”
He had to clear his throat and give his head a slight shake to break the spell of Valanna’s beauty. All of a sudden he looked forward to his magic lessons.
“In the back studio,” Honor said as she put out a ‘closed’ sign in the window and locked the door.
Trak followed Valanna down the dark corridor, and then into a brightly illuminated room. Trak looked up at the skylights. He had assumed they would be learning arcane arts in a dungeon deep in the earth, but that didn’t seem to be the case. It was fine by him. He could see Valanna better this way.
Honor instructed the pair to grab seats from a row along one of the walls and put them in the center of the room, facing her.
“Today you will learn the basics. Valanna, you may know quite a bit of this, but our friend, Trak, is pretty clueless about magic. However, he did subdue a shark in the middle of the ocean, unwittingly, so I know he has some power. I know you do, too.” She must have said that for Trak’s benefit. He appreciated any little tidbit of information he could get about Valanna.
She brought a chair of her own and placed it in front of them. “Magic is merely the channeling of the earth’s own power. We are conduits, but how we create the channel for magic to flow through determines how it will be deployed. Do you understand what I just said, Trak?”
Trak folded his arms. “I may not know how to read or write, but I do have an adequate talking and listening vocabulary.”
“Good,” Honor said, blushing slightly. Perhaps she thought she had gone too far, Trak thought. “So we invoke magic with a pose. That pose provides the shape of the power that we will deliver. The actual spell is triggered by a word of power. If I want to project a yellow flame, I’ll strike the appropriate pose and say the power word for yellow flame. If I want to project a blue flame, I’ll make the very same pose, but use a different power word or change the pose slightly.”
“So if I hadn’t shouted ‘stop’ when the shark attacked, nothing would have happened?”
“Yes, something would have happened. Large chunks of your body would currently be digesting in the shark’s stomach,” Honor said in a scolding manner.
Valanna’s eyes grew and she put her hand over her mouth. “You really were attacked by a shark?”
Trak nodded. He didn’t know if he should present himself as a hero or as an idiot for what he did.
“To continue. What I will teach you are a few basic poses and keywords. The poses must be precise or the magic will not be invoked in the proper way. The words must be precise or the effect becomes, shall we say, unpredictable. In Pestledown, twenty years ago, the court magician had too much to drink and was called upon to kill a rat that had appeared at a royal banquet. Instead of killing the rat, the magician killed the king’s wife and the chamberlain.”
“I know the rest of that story. The magician’s name was Youngblood,” Valanna said. “That’s when magic was outlawed in Pestle. My father, a journeyman magician in Pestledown at the time, tried to get it reinstated, but had to run for his life instead.”
“Were you originally from Pestle?” Trak said.
“Yes, but not from Pestledown. My aunt moved here and we came to visit. My father liked it so well that he wanted to stay. We all had to flee to Warish, since they tolerate magicians. I was born in Warish. My mother died soon after my birth and my father died three years ago.” She went silent. Trak could tell there was more to her story. He had no desire to press her, as it would have certainly brought more sadness.
Trak bit his lip when he realized that his grandfather had been responsible for making magic illegal in Pestledown. The king’s guard was probably on the lookout for his mother and his aunt, anyway. He felt awful, but he had to hide it from Honor and Valanna Sleekbottle.
“Are we through sharing our life stories?” Honor said. Trak realized that the woman had a talent for taking all of the charm out of a conversation. He wondered what her story was? Perhaps Neel might be persuaded to tell him sometime since he said he knew her growing up. “As I said, precision in pose and diction are paramount. We will learn two basic poses and various key words in the next month. I will then test you to see if you deserve further training. Remember, the practice of magic is forbidden in Pestle, so you are required to be discrete.”
“What about all of your previous students?” Valanna said. The same question had blossomed in Trak’s mind.
“The very few I have taught have left Pestle. Why would they stay?”
“Why do you stay?” Trak said. “I’m sorry if this requires a life story.” He regretted the tone of his statement as soon as he said it.
“You are smarter than you look,” Honor said with that disapproving expression looking at him sideways. “You certainly have a smart mouth.”
Trak said, “I’m sorry.” He suspected he’d be apologizing for some comment or another regularly for the next month.
“I have my reasons. They are not particularly personal… maybe a little, but I’m not prepared to share anything at this point. We will learn a simple pose and power word, and then I will use that to test you.”
Honor asked Valanna to stand. “This is the pose. Right arm is held straight out, left arm pointed to the side. Your head follows your left hand. Posture is straight and your legs should be together. Like this.” Honor made the pose and softly said the word ‘blow’. A mist shot out of her left hand and dissipated about a pace away.
“Now you, Valanna.”
Valanna smiled confidently and assumed a poor imitation of the pose and said ‘blow.’ Nothing happened. Honor adjusted her arms and moved her legs a bit closer together. “Now try it.” Trak had thought the girl would have known a basic pose. But then he didn’t know any poses, not really.
“Blow,” she said. A mist collected at her left fingertips and pushed out a few hands.
“Success,” Honor said. “Now you.” She looked at Trak while Valanna returned to her seat.
Trak collected his thoughts for a moment and thought of the precise forms he had practiced when he took care of his father’s little farm and when he did, work around the stable. He closed his eyes, remembering Honor’s pose and duplicated it. “Blow!” he said loudly right after he popped his eyes open. A jet of fog erupted from his hand and smashed up against the wall five paces away, making the wall drip with water. He closed his hand and the effect stopped.
Honor jumped back from the water collecting on the floor. “Speak it as a whisper, you dolt!” she said.
He did so and he duplicated Honor’s affect. Trak stood in shock, barely moving from his original pose. How could he have generated water out of thin air? He shook his head in disbelief. Trak couldn’t deny he had an ability that he never knew existed.
“That’s amazing,” Valanna said.
“Stand back against the wall.” Honor nodded to the wall opposite to the one Trak drenched. She quickly assumed a different pose and said a word that Trak didn’t understand and the water disappeared.
“What did you do?” Valanna said.
“I banished the water to the other side of the wall into the alley, using a Colcanan word.”
Valanna said, “So much to learn. I didn’t realize what father lost. He had a stroke and I never understood why he never practiced magic again.”
Trak kept silent, still trying to comprehend what he had just done. He hadn’t expected his first, no, his third attempt to be so successful.
“You have exceptional aptitude,” Honor said, looking at Trak. Her gaze made him uncomfortable. He really hadn’t wanted to learn magic and now he was afraid of what he might inadvertently do. She took his hand. “I’ve never seen one as young as you strike an accurate pose by just observing me.”
“I guess I’m lucky. Neel taught me how to go through forms to practice with weapons. I usually practice forms all day long. I guess that’s why I can duplicate the poses that work so well.” Trak didn’t really believe it had been luck. He knew how hard he practiced his military forms. He knew how to control his body and transferred the ability to these magical poses that Honor talked about. However, this unwanted talent brought a fear along with it. The king’s guard could kill him for what he had just done.
“Be careful you don’t practice magic where anyone can see you,” Honor said. “Now that I know both of you are capable of manipulating magic, I want you to practice the pose,” she glared at Trak, “and use the power word so it is second nature, and then you will be done for the day.”
~
Trak bought a portfolio along with paper and a few pencils. He might not be able to write letters, but he knew how to draw well enough. He wrote down the two poses he learned and drew a picture depicting the power word for fog and then wrote down the pose he thought he used against the shark and drew an upright hand for ‘stop’. The drawings had to be very precise and he wished he knew his letters so he could make notes about the poses. He thought that sooner would be better. Now he knew a few poses and power words.
He hid the portfolio behind a loose strip of paneling. It wouldn’t do for a housemaid to change his linens and see the portfolio lying around. What would Horsent Beanmouth call it? Incriminating evidence. Neel had talked to him about such things in the last few years, but not concerning magic.
What did one do with magic? Other than perform a few tricks, Trak didn’t know, but when he thought back to the way that stream of force slammed Honor against the wall, probably a lot more than he could imagine. Now that he thought of it, the witch could have been seriously hurt. Maybe there were risks to teaching magic and he had just witnessed one.
Tomorrow, he’d spend mornings at one tutor and afternoons at another. Honor had said when he knew his schedule they would fix a regular time for magic lessons as well. Valanna didn’t know for sure when she could meet, either. The shock of his power or talent or whatever it was had pushed the pretty girl back a bit in his mind. He walked down the stairs and into the dining room for dinner thinking about her.
Blonde curly hair, bright blue eyes. Trak laughed. That might be used to describe him. Although the blond curls of his youth had already begun to darken. Valanna’s hadn’t. He liked her smile and the shape of her face. He had to admit, she beat any other girl he had ever met in Greenbrook, not that there were more than a few in his home village, and he might get to see her every day for the next month.
Esmera walked up to him. “How are you getting on? I saw you poking around the clothes stalls in the market.”
He smiled up at the innkeeper. “I’m fine. I start my tutoring tomorrow and I didn’t want to rely on two sets of clothes.” Trak wondered if he should tell Esmera about his few hours in the afternoon with Honor Fidelia and decided not to. He still wondered about the strange interchange from the last evening, but cast that aside while Esmera gave him three options for his dinner. She left him to his thoughts.
He really wanted to trust Esmera more than anyone due to her knowing his family, but his father and Neel had, a few years ago, begun to talk to him about the honesty of anyone he might meet even before he heard the merchant’s warning. The messenger from Herring’s Bone had betrayed him and stolen his traveling money, not to mention his near-impressment by the ship’s captain.
In one sense he felt alone, but in another way, began to look at his education as a grand adventure. All grand adventures, Neel had told him time and again, were filled with peril. He’d already had a good taste of that.
His food was set before him by a serving maid and the smell made Trak’s stomach growl. He cast his worries aside and began the serious work of filling his stomach. When he returned to his rooms, he finished rearranging the plain, but serviceable furniture. He wanted enough room to practice poses and weapons forms, which he did until he had finished performing all that he knew.
Exhausted, he finally went to bed. Tomorrow a new life would begin for him.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
TRAK HAD TO ASK ESMERA FOR DIRECTIONS to Leaf Gougepenny’s home. Not knowing how to read had real disadvantages in Pestledown. He knew where everyone lived in Greenbrook. She lived above a women’s hat maker on the other side of the city. He walked up the stairs entering a door at the side of the shop, and walked up the stairs. The walls were painted a yellow that had likely been applied long before Trak had been born.
After knocking on the door, a slight woman answered after a bit of a wait. She used a cane to get around, perhaps her legs didn’t have much strength. She had dark red hair with a blonde streak down the side and freckles that indicated that she at least made it down the stairs and into the sun often enough. The streak reminded him of Honor’s hair.
“I hope you don’t mind being tutored by a crippled woman,” she said, apologizing before she even introduced herself.
“No, no, your brains aren’t on crutches are they?” Trak grinned. He often joked with customers at his father’s inn to put them at ease.
His comment made her laugh. “Certainly not.” She smiled at him. “And you are Trak Bluntwithe, who doesn’t know his letters?”
“That describes me,” Trak said.
She hobbled aside and let him walk in. “Sit down by that table.” She nodded towards a kitchen table. Paper and pencils and a few books covered its surface. “We will start by seeing how much you know.”
Trak had heard that approach the previous day. At least he wouldn’t be in a position to knock Miss Gougepenny over.
“I know most of the alphabet and can puzzle through a few words, but it takes me a long time. I do numbers a bit better.”
She wrote a word down on a piece of paper. “What is this word?”
“B-O-Y. Boy. Am I right?”
“Indeed you are. What you need is practice, lots and lots of practice. We’ll also teach you how to write with block letters first, and then handwriting. In the midst of all that, you will learn grammar, which is the correct placement of words. You speak rather well for an illiterate farm boy, so you will recognize the mechanics.”
“I’m not a farm boy. I ran the stable at my father’s inn. I heard people speak properly and improperly all day long and can tell the difference.” He didn’t really run the stable, but since he was the only one to do the work outside, he could say it.
“Hearing people speak with proper grammar will help you. I’ve had some students right off of the farm and they couldn’t put two proper words together,” she smiled, “At least you’ve got a bit of an advantage. Let’s get to work. You can call me Leaf, if you’d like. Some tutors prefer you address them formally, but I’m not that way.”
“I’m Trak, then.”
She smiled and straightened out her dress a bit. Trak thought that she might be forty years old, old enough to be his mother. A bit too pretty for an old maid, he thought. Too bad, she spoke well and he liked her cheerful attitude.
~
Leaf gave him the two books on the table, but he told her that he had enough paper and pencils in his rooms to copy exercises out of the book. He had enough time to eat lunch and do all of the day’s exercises before his session with Tim Saddlebug.
Esmera gave him directions to his place of business. This time it was a formal school. It looked like it might have been a bakery or something at one time. It had a large, multi-paned window in front and Trak noticed small desks lined up in rows facing a slate board on the far wall. There was a sign, but Trak couldn’t read it.
He entered the school and a little bell rang in the back.
Timor Saddlebug entered the room. He was a very short man, shorter than Trak, with balding gray hair and a bit of a paunch. The tie that circled his neck was loosely tied, showing a grimy collar and he smelled. The man badly needed a bath.
“Sit,” he said, curtly. “There is another student. We will begin when she arrives.”
Trak had forgotten that Coffun had said he would have to share ‘Timmy’ with someone else. At this point, he would willingly give time up to another person. ‘Timmy’ did not look friendly at all.
He sat down and a few minutes later, the door opened and the bell rang at the same time. Trak turned around and there stood Valanna Sleekbottle.
“You!” she said and broke into a smile.
“I hope you meant that as a good thing,” Trak said, smiling back.
“I do. We can…” She stopped when Timor Saddlebug stalked in with a scowl on his face. When he looked at Valanna, the scowl disappeared, replaced by a smile showing a mouth filled with rotting teeth. Quite frankly, Trak preferred the scowl. If Podor Feely counted this man as a friend, Trak shuddered to think what kind of man Feely was.
“So, the both of you are here. We shall get started. I will assume you know nothing and we will work our way through the history and geography of Pestle and the larger neighbors that make up our world. What are your names and where in Pestle are you from?”
“I am Trak Bluntwithe from…”
“Stand when you answer a question, young man.”
Trak rose and stood at attention. “I am from Greenbrook, a village west of here.”
Saddlebug gave Trak a disagreeable look. “I am the teacher, here. You don’t need to tell me where Greenbrook is. And you, Miss?”
Valanna rose from her chair and straightened her dress. “I am Valanna Sleekbottle. I have recently arrived from northern Warish, close to Pestle’s border. I wish to relocate to Pestledown and need to learn about my new country.” She sat down when Saddleback pointed to the chair with his finger.
 “My turn. I am Timor Saddlebug, your tutor. My friends call me Tim, but you can call me Scholar Saddlebug. This course takes four to six months depending how quickly you learn. I lecture for one and one-half hours each day and give you homework that needs to be completed before our next meeting. I do take two days off per week. Sixday and Sevenday. If you wish to finish the course sooner than later, I will provide you additional homework for those two days.”
Saddlebug walked to his desk and picked up two dog-eared books and plopped one on each of their desks. “These are on loan from me. You will not mark in them or I will charge Feely for them. At the end of our time together, you will have sufficient knowledge to move on to the second of three levels of learning in my subjects that you will need to learn for entrance into the University.”
Trak looked over at Valanna, who frowned for the briefest of moments.
The tutor rubbed his hands together. “We shall get started, shall we?” He went to the slate board and began to write out basic geographic terms.
Trak retrieved a portfolio from his bag and pulled out a piece of paper and began to draw pictures as he concentrated on Saddlebug… he couldn’t think of him as that, so he’d think of him as Timmy although he would be anything but a friend with the man. He kept his work out of sight from Timmy, but he caught Valanna peering over at this work. She had no trouble with her letters.
After an exhausting session, Trak followed Valanna out the door.
“You’re going to have a lot of trouble in this class,” she said.
He shook his head. “My morning course is on reading and writing. Leaf is much nicer.”
“Leaf, eh?” Valiant looked at him sideways. “Is she pretty?”
Trak thought back. “Pretty enough for a forty-year-old tutor. Why do you ask?”
She laughed. Trak liked her laugh. “Just kidding. Why don’t we do our homework together? I think I’d like some help with Honor Fidelia’s poses and you’ll need real notes. I suppose we can have our magic sessions before Scholar Muddlebug.”
“Saddlebug.” Trak said.
“I know.” They both laughed. Trak felt wonderful laughing with a pretty girl about something they were both involved in.
“When should we get together?”
“How about now? My guardian is away right now and I have nothing to do this evening.”
“I have private rooms over the tackroom at The Looking Inn. We can study there. No chaperones, I’m afraid.”
Valanna thought for a moment. “I’m not afraid of chaperones. If they aren’t present, I have no reputation to protect. Let’s do that.”
It didn’t take them too long to reach Trak’s rooms. “It’s not much.”
“It’s yours and it’s very clean.” She knocked on a wall. “No noisy neighbors.”
“If I make magical mistakes like I did this morning, I’ll be the noisy neighbor,” Trak said. He plopped his book bag on the table and adjusted its position. “So, what do I do?”
“We really shouldn’t cheat, should we?”
Trak shook his head, not understanding what she said.
“Then interpret your drawings and I’ll write them down. If you didn’t get it all, we can discuss it. Will that work?”
Trak grinned. “Works for me.”
They went to work and it only took them half an hour to get written notes from Trak’s sketches. Valanna got up. “I need to be going. I pass by Honor’s shop on the way to my guardian’s house and I will confirm to her that we can meet with her the same time as today. Would you mind?”
“I don’t mind at all. Her dancing studio makes me uncomfortable.”
Valanna giggled. “I like her shop with all of those pretty dresses all over the place. By the way, you can call me Val, that’s what my friends used to call me when I had friends.” Trak noticed the sigh.  “Scholar Muddlebug can call me Miss Sleekbottle!”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Six
 
 
TRAK SAT AT BREAKFAST. He always had time for a leisurely meal before Leaf’s course. He’d learned quite a bit in two weeks. He could now read short words and could sound out almost everything else. She had exercised a lot of patience and Trak appreciated it by doing occasional odd jobs around her flat. He still missed working at the inn and the opportunities it gave him to make everything into a form, but he couldn’t do that now. He wondered how his father fared without him, but Trak had already learned more about Pestle and his letters than he had ever expected to and there was much more to come. He had the opportunity to spend a considerable amount of time with a very pretty girl every day, even if she was a year or so older. Life had turned out okay in Pestle after a rough start.
Coffun Cricket came by and sat at his table while the innkeeper cleared a table. “Esmera? I’ll have whatever my friend Master Bluntwithe is about to eat.”
She waved to Coffun from across the room and shooed a serving maid to the kitchens.
“How are ye doing, my boy?”
Now that he had been taking a few more language sessions, he realized that Coffun’s you’s and ye’s weren’t very consistent. “I feel like I’m making progress on all fronts.” He wouldn’t tell him about his magic lessons, of course.
“Good, good. His Highness requests the pleasure of your company as soon as ye are able. If you would permit me a good breakfast in your company, I will walk with ye to our palace.”
Trak laughed. “I’d be happy to. I’ve got to retrieve my books, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to show you my rooms.”
“The stable flat?” Coffun said.
“Yes, you know of it?”
The old man smiled. “I do. I once inhabited this fine inn while between more permanent accommodations. If Esmera had offered me your rooms, I’d probably still be living in them.”
The way he said it, Trak didn’t believe him, but he could tell Coffun was in a teasing mood.
“I consider myself lucky, sir.”
Coffun nodded. “And ye should! Ah, here are the vittles.” He ate like a man many years his junior and in a few minutes, Coffun followed Trak up the stairs to his flat.
“Much as I remember it but cleaner and more orderly,” Coffun said as he inspected Trak’s flat. “You could live here for some time, I reckon.”
“Until I go to University, I suppose. Don’t they live at the University?”
“They do, they do,” Coffun said. “Get your things. Let’s not keep His Nibs waiting.”
Coffun walked faster than Trak thought he’d be able to as they threaded their way through the busy morning streets of Pestledown. He nearly ran up the stairs, leaving Trak a few steps behind. Trak walked into the PPO offices for the third time in his life. The door on the left was wide open. He remembered both doors behind Coffun’s desk had been closed before.
Coffun stuck his head in the office. “Trak Bluntwithe to see you, Mister Feely.”
“Send him in Coffun.”
Trak walked into a garish office. The walls were covered with a red satin cloth with black-flocked flowers of some kind. Feely’s desk was painted white and trimmed with gold accents. The man himself was overdressed for anything Trak had yet seen on the streets of Pestle. He wore a blue velvet coat with lace cuffs flowing over his hands. A matching blue lace cravat cascaded down the front of his coat. He had a very high forehead with black hair plastered to his skull.
He reminded Trak of the lawyer’s chief clerk, Snively, except where Snively seemed competent in what he did, Feely was foppish, if that was the right word; a dandy playing at his job. Now he understood Coffun’s noble references to Feely. The old man must laugh behind his back all day long.
“Sit, noble Bluntwithe,” Feely said. The man graced Trak with a smile. “Tell me how have your first few weeks gone.”
“Very well, sir. I think I will do fine. Leaf, uh, Leaf Gougepenny has me reading a few words already. Scholar Saddlebug is reviewing the geography of Pestle. I am familiar with most of the places within our country, so it helps that I am still learning my letters.”
Feely nodded. “I am disappointed that you found lodgings without using my superb sources. Should your current situation change at The Looking Inn, don’t hesitate to contact Mr. Cricket and he might direct you to my own superior properties.” The man smiled the most insincere smile that Trak remembered ever seeing. As long as he learned enough to pass his University exams in a few years, he could endure an occasional interview with the man. “Nice to meet you, Bluntwithe.” Feely rose from his chair and didn’t offer his hand, but bowed. He was taller than Blunt, quite a collection of gangling bones held together with expensive cloth, but Trak did notice a rather round protruding belly. His body reminded Trak of some kind of hideous spider.
“I won’t hesitate to contact Mr. Cricket, Sir. Thank you.” Trak returned Feely’s bow with a little bow of his own. He hoped he had shown enough grace. He suspected that Feely would not be a man to cross, but that wouldn’t keep him from hanging on to his rooms at Esmera’s inn.
Feely gave Trak a shooing motion with his hand. “Shut the door on your way out. Good fortune to you, young man.”
Trak gave him another little bow as he shut the office door. He found himself sweating a bit more than he intended. Coffun nodded and quietly said, “Good job. He’ll want you to check in every month or so. I’d hold onto Esmera’s flat as long as you possibly can.”
“I will,” Trak said. “I’ll be seeing you.”
Coffun smiled enigmatically. “You will. You will.”
~
Honor waited at the door for Trak to enter. They had just finished the third month of instruction and Trak had prepared himself to ask to learn more than a pose a month. 
“Have you seen Valanna yet?” She looked very concerned. “I received this note, but it’s addressed to you.”
“No. I don’t see her until our session in your shop.” Trak said as he opened the note.
“It says: I’ll be missing our session today. Mr. Saddlebug wants to test me,” Trak slowly said. He was rather proud that he could read the note.
“I’m afraid for her,” the witch said. 
“You should be. She always calls him Timmy or Mr. Muddlebug. Val didn’t write this note. She seemed just fine when I left her at half-past five yesterday,” Trak said. Honor shot him an accusing glare.
“We have a course in the afternoon together and then we study together at my rooms.”
“That’s pretty fast for a country boy,” Honor said. He clearly heard the disapproval in her tone.
“It’s not what you might think.” Trak shot her an angry glance. “I’m learning how to read. I have to sketch out the lectures and she transcribes my notes. Then if we have any time, I help her with poses.”
Honor blinked. “So that’s how she improved. I wondered about that. Good for you, boy.” Her face darkened again. “Now what do we do about her.”
Trak didn’t know what he could do. “Who is her guardian? Maybe we should check with him first.”
“Podor Feely,” Honor said. Trak could see the worry on her face mirror his own. “He is a despicable man, but she said he was her uncle’s cousin.”
“He knows about the magic?”
Honor nodded as her face darkened, even further.
“That’s not good. I don’t trust him either. I’ll go see Coffun. I imagine we can cancel instruction today?” He left a gold coin with Honor for the next month’s tuition.
~
Coffun shook his head. “I didn’t know Feely had a ward, much less a cousin.” Podor Feely was, of course, absent from the office.
“Could he be in league with Timmy?”
Coffun shook his head, again. “Very probably. Saddlebug is a drinking companion. Two of a kind, they are. Predators of women in a sense, I think. I’d run along and see if she’s at Timmy’s house. His Highness wouldn’t do anything untoward in his own place; too many servants are required to serve his needs. Run to the constabulary if you need to, there is one along the road to the north.”
Trak didn’t know if he could leave Val alone with Saddlebug for any longer, much less summon constables, who might or might not believe his story. He ran to Saddlebug’s school. He peered into the window and observed an empty schoolroom. He couldn’t open the locked door and stepped back from the door and looked at the buildings on either side before he ran around the block to the alley. He counted the different shops and found the one with the brick that matched Saddlebug’s school.
He walked through the unlocked gate and picked up a small log on a pile of uncut firewood. The back door opened for him. Why would he lock the front and not the back? Trak shook his head. This seemed to be a trap. Why would they want to trap him, especially using Val as bait? 
Neither Podor or Timmy struck him as physically intimidating on their own, but if they fought him as one, Trak didn’t know if he could defeat them. He had to save Val so he would use his magic if he had to.
He heard the voices upstairs, so he carefully ascended the steps. The top of the stairs ended in a room. He poked his head above the railing and didn’t see anyone, but now he could hear Saddlebug speaking. Was that Val’s voice?
“Give me a kiss,” Saddlebug said.
“No,” the voice was muffled.
Trak looked through the crack in the door next to the hinges. Saddlebug stood over Val. She had her hands and legs bound and her mouth covered with a gag. Why would he ask her to kiss him if her mouth was covered? Something wasn’t right, here.
He gripped his makeshift club and pushed the door open with it, not stepping into the room.
Another club swung down without connecting with him. Trak knocked it out of his assailant’s hand.
He heard a yell and realized it was Podor Feely.
“Let her go,” Trak said as he automatically assumed a form to swing his club into Feely’s stomach, and then smashed it into Feely’s face with less force, nevertheless breaking his nose. The man put his hands up to fend off the enraged Trak and probably broke both of his arms protecting himself from Trak’s wrath. The boy had to take a deep breath to keep from killing the now-comatose Feely, and then pointed the club at Saddlebug.
“I won’t teach you anymore.” Saddlebug said with a huff, but he didn’t hesitate to untie Val.
Podor’s eyes barely opened. “Beanmouth will hear of this,” he said through his bloody mouth.
“The abduction of your cousin’s daughter? It sounds like slavery to me. Val is leaving right now. Don’t try to stop me.”
Podor sneered at him. “Your time with my organization has come to an end.” His eyes closed again. Trak could see a spasm of pain hit the man and then he fainted again.
“As well it should,” Trak said. Quite honestly, he didn’t know what he would do and that drew some fear into his mind, but he looked at Val’s frightened face. Timmy hadn’t yet removed her gag, but that didn’t matter. “Go down the stairs, out the back and run to where we study,” he said. He guarded the door from the bedroom until long after she had left the building. 
Timmy glared at Trak. “So you think you’re someone extra special. There are other ways to take care of people like you.” Timmy picked up the cudgel that Podor had hoped to use and began to swipe at Trak. He swung and clipped Trak’s arm.
Stupid, Trak thought. He assumed a ready stance and began to spar with Timmy, easily defeating the smaller man’s defenses until Timmy lay on the floor of the bedroom as bruised and as out of it as Feely. All of Trak’s work with the weapons forms had given him the ability to slide from a reaction to a blow to a controlled response. He shouldn’t have been so eager to use his forms against Feely and Timmy, but it proved that all of the work he had done for years had paid off.
Trak had done something foolhardy and stupid, but he had saved his classmate and it felt well worthwhile to defend her as well as know that all of that form work paid off.
~
Trak paced back and forth in his rooms. Val still cried in his bedroom with the door closed. She must have sequestered herself there as soon as she entered. He’d have to have words with Esmera. Without reimbursement from the PPO, he would be evicted soon enough. Val couldn’t stay in his rooms either. His vast experience as a stableboy didn’t give him any help in figuring out what to do.
The door opened and Val walked out. The handkerchief he had given her was now a damp rag in her hand.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said. “But now what do I do?”
Trak offered her a chair. He resisted consoling her a bit more physically, especially after what had just happened.
“What do we do?” Trak said. “I think our days at the PPO are over.”
“PPO?”
“Pestledown Preparatory Organization.”
Val nearly smiled at the description. 
“Maybe Coffun can help us.” Trak said.
“You mean Mr. Cricket?”
Trak nodded. “Mr. Cricket is a friend, at least I hope he still is. Perhaps he might have some ideas. I’ll also have to talk with my landlady and both of us should let Honor Fidelia know what happened. She showed some real concern.”
“I thought she had a heart of granite,” Val said.
“Feely’s note was delivered to her. I went to Coffun and then to Saddlebug’s”
Val gave Trak an evil smile, “You mean Muddlebug’s?” That confirmed to him that Val didn’t write the note.
He nodded, relieved that she could joke about it. “How about we go down and get something to eat? At least I can find out how long I have these rooms before I’m kicked out.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry yet. I also have to talk to Horsent Beanmouth, the trustee of my educational fund. Perhaps there is a different path to get my tutoring accomplished.” Trak said. He didn’t have a lot of faith in the lawyer or his firm, but continuing with the PPO didn’t seem to be very viable. “I can pay for dinner, and then we’ll go see Miss Fidelia.”
She nodded and took Trak’s hand as he led her to the dining room. They sat down and within moments both Esmera and Honor had joined them for dinner.
“So tell me what has happened,” Esmera said, glancing at Honor. “Honor has been sitting in my lobby for quite a while waiting for you to arrive.” It looked like the women had met before and might even know each other.
Trak didn’t know whether to let Val talk or give his version of the story first. Val began to speak, so he didn’t have to make that decision. Trak added his own part of the story and then he sat back.
“Bridges burned,” Honor said. “But not with me. I have an extra flat over my shop that you can use as long as you need to, Valanna It even has a water closet, so you won’t be bothering me, at all.”
Val’s eyes began to water. “Thank you. I don’t know what I’ll do.”
“You won’t be seeing Timor Saddlebug again,” Trak said.
Esmera took Trak’s hand. “The same goes for me. That flat is yours until you tell me you don’t want it anymore. I wouldn’t give up hope yet. Have a good talk to Coffun and tell him I sent you.”
“But what if my trust dries up?”
“Face that eventuality when you have to. Ask them for another tutor organization. Podor’s is not the only one. All of his tutors work for the other organizations as well.”
“I didn’t know that.”
Esmera lifted her chin. “I don’t suppose you would, but you know, now.”
“That makes me feel better. Perhaps I’ll see Leaf tomorrow, after all. Perhaps she’s been paid to the end of the month.”
“Just watch your back,” Honor said. “Podor Feely is a nasty man.”
“I know first hand,” Val said, shivering.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
LEAF HAD BEEN PAID TWO MONTHS IN ADVANCE, so Trak had another month of instruction due from her. Honor would continue to teach him until he had his affairs settled. Coffun had been out the only time Trak tried to contact him. He had no desire to run into Podor Feely.
After midday, Trak entered Honor’s shop. Coffun rummaged through the racks of costumes. He noticed his face screwing up in distaste. The place gave Trak the same feeling.
“Trak, how are you doing after all of this mess?” Coffun said.
“It is still a mess.”
Coffun nodded. “Perhaps I can help. I just have to talk to a few of His Highness’s servants to spirit away most of Valanna’s possessions. We can leave a few of her things in her rooms for appearances. I spoke with Snively, your lawyer’s clerk, we are on amiable terms, and I found out that Podor had paid Beanmouth a sizable kickback to funnel your tutoring through him. I always take care of all correspondence, so he has agreed to continue the trust. However, Podor has already given me instructions to cancel your contract. I’m afraid you’ve made an enemy there, but since he will be at home convalescing from a recent ‘fall’, he won’t be up and around for a month or more. Timmy is in the same shape.”
Trak didn’t quite follow what Coffun had done.
“I am the one who interfaces with the tutors, so I’ll be able to get ye sent to the best ones. Timmy Boy was specifically chosen by His Nibs.”
“So I’m using the PPO, still?” Trak didn’t want Podor to get any benefit out of his education.
“No, you are using my preparatory organization. It’s a shadowy kind of thing and you’re not the only one who I work with. When you need to see me, just send a note to my home address and I’ll meet you at Esmera’s. I always liked that place.”
“But what about Feely and Saddlebug? Won’t they be seeking revenge?”
Coffun nodded. “They will, but I also changed your address at the office. They won’t know where you live.” He looked around the dance studio. “Are you taking lessons here?”
Trak blushed and nodded. Coffun continued, “Then if the worst happens, use what you learn from Miss Fidelia. I’ve said what I came to say. Have faith in yourself, Trak. Learn all that you can and don’t worry about the girl. I’ll arrange for Podor to pay for her keep, even though he doesn’t know about it. A word of warning: all is not what it seems with the girl. I’m not one to say, but it might serve ye well to be stingy on the trust side with her.” He gave Trak a curt nod and left the studio.
“Who was here?” Honor said as she stepped into the studio from the rear.
“A friend, I hope,” Trak said. “Coffun, Feely’s secretary, has taken care of everything… well not quite everything, but enough.”
“Oh, he is going to gather Valanna’s things from her guardian?”
“Podor didn’t act like her guardian,” Trak said. “But yes, and I can continue my schooling and if you are willing, continue to get instruction from you. I think I’ll need to.” Trak didn’t like the direction events were taking.  How could he survive two more years of instruction and then however many more at the university? He just didn’t see that happening. Valanna’s abduction was not an attack on her, but an attack on him. What motivated Podor to attack him? Why stage the abduction in the first place? Were his opponents all idiots?  An arrow in the back would kill him as easily as anything else.  If anything happened, at least Trak would go to his death a literate stableboy.
Honor touched him on his shoulder. “Woolgathering again? Very well. Valanna is in the back studio and, I suppose, we are ready to continue.”
~
The History/Geography tutor that Coffun selected had a more rigorous course of study than Timmy, as Trak thought of his erstwhile teacher. He had hoped that Valanna could spend more time with him, now that she lived with Honor. Dalistro hailed from Santasia. Both Val and he wanted to know about the acceptance of magic in his country, but they hadn’t chanced upon the right time to do so.
Honor began to teach them a mini-pose. Val knew about them, but Trak had no clue a magician could perform a partial pose and still get an effective spell to work. He thought of Val being tied up and helpless. Was there a spell that could release the bonds even if gagged? Honor hadn’t gotten quite to the point where he could ask.
After his second week learning from his new tutor, Trak walked back from Dalistro’s chambers. Val had to help Honor with a dancing class. Most of her dance instruction occurred in the hours right after dinner and that now cut into the time they studied together. He trudged up the stairs and had to face an evening of attempting to convert his sketches into written notes.
Someone had lit a candle in his room. He tried the door, but it was locked. That didn’t seem to be something Podor or Timmy Boy would know how to do. They were both convalescing from their beatings at Trak’s hand. Had they hired an assassin? He thought of a spell he could quickly use and jiggled his keys in the lock. He didn’t hear anyone clambering to hide, so he carefully opened the door and saw a man sitting at his table, smoking a pipe. A jug of ale sat in the middle of the table. The intruder had certainly made himself comfortable.
“Trak,” Neel Cardswallow rose from the table. “I’ve been waiting a couple of hours for you to come home.” He looked around the room. “I have stayed in these very rooms once, did you know?”
Did everyone know everybody else? Trak thought. Neel had stayed here and knew Honor. Snively had suggested The Looking Inn. Coffun knew Esmera. Could the world possibly be this tiny? He stood, conflicted. Should he give his old friend a hug or was he on the run? An idea came to his mind.
“Did you know my mother before she met my father?”
“Who do you think introduced Galinda to Able?”
So that accounted for him knowing Esmera and Honor, since he had lived in Pestledown. Why did Snively recommend Esmera’s Inn? Trak’s head began to spin, but Neel asked him a question first.
“What are you thinking about?”
“Everybody knows everybody else.” Trak could only stand dumbly while his head continued to fill with confusing thoughts.
Neel nodded his head. “That’s why I’m here. It’s not all by chance. Sit. Sit down, Trak. This is no way to treat an old friend.” Neel pushed the chair opposite him from the table with his foot. “We have some things to talk about.” He reached into the saddlebag hanging from his chair and pulled out a letter. “I wrote this, but Able told me what to write.”
A letter from his father shocked Trak from his consternation. He sat down and folded his hands on the table, shaking his head.
“My experiences in Pestledown haven’t quite been what I’ve expected.”
“Can you read this?” Neel said.
“I can puzzle through most of it. I’m still learning.”
Neel tossed it across to Trak and poured himself a cup of ale. He took a swig and leaned on his elbows towards Trak. “Read it aloud and I’ll fill in the blanks.”
 
Dear Trak,
 
I hope you are doing well. The inn is pressing on without you. Gimpy’s two boys are both working with me now. I think he’s happy to have them off the farm.
Neel tells me that Pestledown is…
 
“Churning,” Neel said. “Don’t worry about that until you’ve read the letter. That’s why I’m here.”
 
I know Chance Snively and Esmera Walkalot. Neel knows Honor Fidelia and that Cricket fellow. Listen to what Neel says. You are in danger and I’d rather you get some learning before it comes to you. The education…
 
“Legacy, that means what your uncle left you.” Neel smiled. “You are doing remarkably well, Trak, even if you didn’t quite get through the names.”
Trak couldn’t help but smile himself because he knew Neel spoke the truth. Leaf had complimented him often in the last week. With Val working for Honor’s dance studio, he had more time to study language. He turned back to the letter.
 
…The education legacy is real. If the University still stands after all of this, you can get a university degree and become a real gentleman. Listen to Neel. He has important things to communicate to you. What he has to tell you is the truth. You must believe him.
 
I love you always,
 
Able left his unique mark at the bottom of the page. Trak sat back, still holding the page. He furrowed his brow. “What is all of this? I’ve been here for little more than a season and I feel like I’ve spent five years in Pestledown.”
“Think of the stories, Trak!” Neel poured another cup of ale. “Now you need to listen and listen closely. Pestle is about to split apart. We don’t know when or quite how, but outside forces are finally building up for conquest.”
Trak stood up. “I’m no soldier.”
Neel grinned. “Yes, you are. Why do you think I’ve worked with you since you were eight years old, drilling the forms into your tiny little head? All you need is practice with real weapons.” He cocked his head. “I’ll grant you still need lots and lots of practice, but you’ve done marvelously well. When the time comes, you will need to use magic and your mastery at arms in defense of your country, but that is for another time.”
“Defense of my country! What are you talking about, an invasion?”
Neel nodded with enthusiasm. “An invasion from within coupled with an invasion from without. You’ve already fought with one of your antagonists.”
“Timor Saddlebug?”
Neel laughed and shook his head. “His master, Podor Feely. The cretin, sorry you probably don’t know the word, the idiot is one of their creatures.”
Trak collapsed back down on his chair. “Who are they?”
“The Warishians, of course.”
“They are a poor country of desert herders.  I just learned about them from Timmy. Nothing to worry about that I can tell,” Trak said.
Neel took a swig of his drink and washed it around his mouth before he swallowed. “I wish Esmera carried a better brand of brew.”
“She does it on purpose to keep sots like you out of her inn,” Trak said.
“That’s more like the Trak I know with a bit of sass in your tongue. Now, Saddlebug and others controlled by Feely have spread that tale around. They’ve minimized the buildup of the Warish army for nearly a decade by flourishing false information. Your education is a bit twisted. Warish has been infiltrating our institutions from the bureaucracy, to the army, to the educators.”
“That is insidious!” Trak was incensed, but he still didn’t quite know what he was incensed about.
Neel clapped his hands. “That’s a new word, isn’t it? Who did you learn that from?”
Trak lifted his chin. “A friend. A friend from Warish.”
“Miss Sleekbottle?”
A thread of alarm crept up Trak’s spine. “Is she one of them?”
Neel shook his head. “We don’t know. Honor is trying to find out. Her abduction might have been staged to expose you using your magic.”
“I already realized it was staged. I hate to think of her as a spy, but I don’t know anything. Why me?”
“Your grandfather killed the famous rat. He was executed, but his family fled by ship to Santasia. Your grandmother returned with her children, under an assumed name. Two had more than a little magical talent, but when Galinda exhibited powers that rivaled her father’s, Esmera convinced her and her sister to leave Pestledown. I knew Able to be an honest and just man and let nature take its course. Unfortunately, that included the death of your mother when she came to Pestledown with her sister to see their brother. They were both captured and soon executed by the king, however we kept you a secret.
“You may not like this, but your uncle, Willbest Youngblood, turned his two sisters in to the king. He had no magical abilities and sought the approval of the crown. The man suddenly came into wealth. Your education was a sop to his conscience, but you may be wealthier than you think. You inherit all of his wealth once you graduate from the University of Pestle.”
“My uncle ratted out on my mother and aunt? How could he do such a thing?”
Neel grimaced and shrugged his shoulders. “Money makes men do a lot of… unkind acts. I can see his point in seeking wealth, but causing the death of one’s siblings goes beyond anything I would do, personally.” He drank the rest of his mug and poured another. “She really must do something about this swill,” he said, making a sour face.
“Someone told me a different story.”
“Ask Esmera, and it will match mine.”
Trak barely heard him. His life had come crashing down on him, just after he had come to terms with his new situation. He clutched his fists in anger, at his father, at Neel, at his benefactor, at Feely. Such betrayal and he was powerless to do anything about it.
“All you can do now is prepare and follow through with your education,” Neel said. “People are after you because you are certain to have great magical power. Once Beanmouth discovered where you lived, everything went into action.”
“I refuse to take any more money from Beanmouth! The legacy is blood money paid in exchange for the death of my mother!” Trak felt as if his head would burst. He felt himself loosing control and at this point he needed the release. He rose from his chair, again, and stalked to the window.
He turned to Neel. “I’m heading back to Greenbrook to take my place at my father’s side again. I’m three times the stableboy that any two of Gimpy’s sons are. Anyway, I miss my father.” He held out his arms to Neel. “Take me back home.” Trak found himself out of breath. His eyes had watered and he brushed his shirtsleeve over them.
“Too late for that,” Neel said.
“What? It can’t be too late. I’ve only been in Pestle for a few months.” Trak took some deep breaths. “We can be back and see my father before the leaves all fall.”
“I raised you better than that,” Neel said.
“You didn’t raise me, my father did.”
Neel finished off his cup and took a few deep breaths, looking away from Trak. He turned and looked directly into Trak’s eyes. “Forgive me, Trak. Able is not your father, I am. Able married your aunt Jeena and we felt it better that he appear to be your father. In some places, I have a higher profile than I’d like.  We hid you well since it took the Warish fifteen years to find you.”
Trak put his fists to the sides of head. “This can’t be true! I must be dreaming. You, my father? All you are is a drunk in my father’s inn.”
Neel’s smile faded. “And you’ve never seen your father in his cups? We both lost the loves of our lives. Isn’t that enough to drive one to drink?”
“If it were me, I’d strike back at my uncle.”
“What makes you think we didn’t? Didn’t I mention Snively works with us? He made up the will for your education; your uncle didn’t leave you anything. If he knew you were alive, he probably would have turned you over to the King’s Guard.”
“I thought that the lawyer was skimming off some of whatever my uncle left.”
Neel relaxed again. “Oh, he is. As long as he has Snively do all the work, he won’t look too closely.”
Trak brightened. “And Coffun works for Podor Feely in the same way.”
“I always knew you were brighter than me,” Neel said. He stood and took Trak into his arms. “Please forgive us for what we’ve done. You know the reasons we were there to protect you. I’ve been there for you all along. Trak, you know that. We are all a loose group from various factions. Some work for Santasia, others for Colcan. I work for myself and for the freedom of Pestle.”
Trak had gone rigid when Neel hugged him, but he couldn’t resist believing any longer. “I do. But I always thought you were more like a big brother than a father.”
“As we intended. I even let you grow up into an illiterate stableboy. That just gave you more protection when anyone snooped about, and I assure you that they did.”
Trak just let Neel hold him for a bit. “You’ve taught me more than Able. Forgive me when I call him Father and you Neel.”
Neel shook his head gently. “Just keep calling us that way. Neither of us will mind. In fact, it’s better that you do that while we are here in Pestle.”
“Are we leaving Pestle anytime soon?”
“You will go overseas at some point for your tutoring.”
“Santasia.” Trak’s thoughts turned to Misson Dalistro. His tutor would be in on it.
“Among other places, but that is a subject for another time. Right now you have to concentrate on getting your letters so you can read and write and learn about Pestle and the rest of the world. Your current tutor will teach you the right way.”
Trak disengaged from Neel’s grasp. “He’s a lot harder than Timmy Boy.” Trak managed a smile for the first time during their conversation. “Perhaps now I know why.”
“Timmy Boy. Good nickname,” Neel said while gathering his saddlebag. “I’m not staying at the inn. Continue as you are. I’ll drop in on you in a few days, but there are a few things I must do first. Keep your origins to yourself. The only ones who know our true relationship are Esmera and Honor.”
Trak nodded. “Esmera has been very nice. Honor, I don’t quite understand.”
“I never did, either” Neel said, but Trak picked up that Neel left something unsaid. “Happy studies and watch your back. If you are of a mind, your father gives you permission to finish off the jug of ale.” He walked out the door without another word.
Trak looked at the jug and poured the remainder into the cup. Neel had finished it off and left a drop or two behind. That brought a chuckle to Trak. The act was more like the Neel he knew. He looked at the door his new father had used. Trak wondered if he could get down any dinner. He patted his stomach and thought that a trip to the dining room would be worth a try.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
MISSON DALISTRO PUT HIS FISTS ON HIS HIPS and shook his head. His tutor had waited for their session to end and had dismissed Val, leaving Trak alone with him. “You must apply yourself, Trak. Valanna has constantly showed a higher aptitude for absorbing this information.”
Val continued to work nights at Honor’s studio and Trak just hadn’t learned his letters well enough to understand everything in the books that Misson had lent him. He sighed and realized that he would have to tell him the truth.
“I have this problem, Master Dalistro, I am barely literate. I just can’t get through the books fast enough. Miss Sleekbottle helps me from time to time, but it’s not enough.”
Misson bent back and laughed. “I was waiting for you to tell me. I’ve known since the first day, but you’ve been so diligent that I decided to wait awhile and see how well you did. Well enough for me to put this off for two full weeks.”
“I’m sorry sir.”
“No need. How does it go with your literacy tutor? Leaf Gougepenny, isn’t it?”
Trak relaxed just a bit. “Well enough, I’m probably as literate as any average ten-year-old schoolboy.” He gave his new tutor a weak smile.
“I’ll have a talk with her. Perhaps we can mix the two subjects together. We haven’t gotten to the really important parts of this class yet.”
Trak scratched his head. “There are important parts? I thought everything was.”
Misson laughed again and his eyes flashed. “I have things to teach you, without Val knowing. Cardswallow is an acquaintance of mine.” He winked at Trak.
On his way home, he thought that his first tutor was an enemy and now this one was an ally? Trak didn’t know what to think, but if it moved him along in his education and whatever implications that held, then all the better. Now he’d have more secrets to keep from Val and, perhaps, Honor. Although Esmera probably knew, he wouldn’t mention anything to her, either. Trak thought the longer he didn’t tell anyone that he knew a few things here or a few things there, perhaps everything would go away.
He hoped that Able Bluntwithe would show up in his rooms like Neel Cardswallow—Trak never liked Neel’s last name— and tell him that everything had been a big joke. Yeah, a big joke. Was his last name really Cardswallow?  He didn’t like Trak Cardswallow any more than Neel Cardswallow.
His rooms were lit again. Trak clunked up the stairs. He didn’t know if he was ready to take another mind-bending conversation with Neel. He still couldn’t think of him as his father. The curtains were drawn from the inside, so at least he didn’t have to see Neel pouring himself cup after cup of ale. 
The latch didn’t work, so Trak had to pull out his key. He knew that he had left it unlocked for the maids. All of this drama and for what? Everything remained so mysterious. He was just tired after a long day of studying. He didn’t like the fact that his tutor knew Neel. Things were intertwined and it made him uncomfortable because he just didn’t comprehend what went on around him.
He braced himself for more words from Neel when he entered the room.
“Happy Birthday!”
Trak looked around his room and saw Neel, Valanna, Honor, Esmera and Coffun. He took a step back in shock. Birthday?  He scratched the back of his head. It was, come to think of it. Today, he was sixteen. He shook his head in disbelief.
A birthday cake sat in the middle of his table with two pitchers. One with the ale Neel despised. That made Trak smile, but then the shock of it all made him grin.
“I didn’t know!” Trak said as he flung off his book bag and shook hands with Neel and Coffun. He had to endure hugs from Esmera and Honor, but there was no ‘endure’ in the hug that Val gave him. He turned red as she clung on to him longer than the others. “Thank you for reminding me.”
“You didn’t forget,” Honor eyed him dubiously. 
“Really, I did. I’ve had a lot to think about lately.” He looked at Esmera and Neel and squinted his eyes as he looked at them both, standing next to each other.
“Who came up with this?”
Esmera laughed. “You can thank you’re old friend, Neel.”
“Everyone knows Neel,” Trak said. He didn’t mean to, but he thought it sounded mean.
“I didn’t until tonight,” Val said. “Any friend of yours is a friend of mine.” She smiled sweetly. He had missed seeing her outside of class. It must have been a week or more.
“Well, I’m glad that you’ve been able to tear yourself away from the dance studio and to see you in a less stressful setting. Like that word? Stressful.”
Val colored and Trak didn’t miss the appraising look that Honor gave her. He rubbed his hands, knowing he said something that was awkward. Perhaps Val didn’t do a very good job. She was just a little older than him, after all. Trak still didn’t have any idea how to formally dance in Pestle. “Let’s have some cake!” Anything to clear the air of the awkwardness that he felt. Food and drink always did the trick in his father’s inn. He corrected himself, at The Blunted Sword.
“So now that you’re sixteen, what new things will you accomplish this year?” Coffun said.
“I imagine to pass these two courses and seek out tutors for the next half of the year.”
Coffun waved his forefinger at him. “This is the easiest term. You only had one tutor in addition to Miss Gougepenny because you didn’t know how to read. She says that you will be sufficiently able to read and write after she’s done with you, so all you will need is a dictionary to help you learn the words that come up in your studies.”
“I thought this was his birthday?” Neel said. “Don’t scare the boy silly. Save one of those slots for me, Mr. Cricket. I’m going to give Trak some needed arms training.” Neel winked at Trak. “That’s my birthday present. Weapons and weapons practice and it starts tomorrow, even before your next term.”
The prospect of holding a real sword excited Trak, despite his uncertain relationship with Neel. At Greenbrook, they used toy weapons made out of wood.
Esmera felt Trak’s biceps. “Soft, much too soft for a warrior. A scholar, maybe, but if you want to defend yourself, you’ll need some physical exercise. Perhaps I can use your help in the stables after all, when you’re not practicing with Neel.”
Trak knew he blushed after she called him soft. He didn’t used to think that he was so soft, but perhaps he had lost some of his muscles. Trak knew that he had grown taller in the last few months and didn’t seem to put on any weight, no matter how much he ate. He looked at the cake and thought that might be a good place to start to gain some bulk.
“Sit down, Trak. We all have presents.”
He blushed again. “You didn’t need to get me any presents.”
“Yes, we did,” Neel said. “Here.” He laid a sword on the table. It was used, like the knife he still wore at his hip, but he could tell it was once a very expensive blade. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Thank you, works,” Neel said, while everybody laughed.
“Thank you, then.”
Coffun gave him a book wrapped up in brown paper. Trak opened it up. “A dictionary! This is mine to keep?”
The old man nodded. “Podor certainly won’t miss it.”
They all laughed again. Trak had never felt so good since he had arrived in Pestledown.
He thumbed through the pages, actually able to read many of the words, when Esmera set down a frame of some kind. Trak instantly thought of a painting. He opened it up and it was, indeed, an old painting of three young girls. One of them had to be Esmera. She didn’t look as… forceful then.
“My mother and aunt?” he asked, hoping she would say yes. He never had a drawing or anything to reinforce the vague memories he had of his mother.
“She’s on the left,” Neel said. Esmera nodded. The woman had light brown hair, blue eyes and a pretty face. He looked at Neel and could see his eyes glisten nearly as much as Esmera’s.
“I am stunned.” He couldn’t bring himself to say another word for a minute and had to collect himself. “Thank you, Esmera,” he finally got out.
Honor presented him with a rolled up parchment. People used parchment only for important documents. He unrolled it and was able to discern that she had just given him one year of training at her dance studio.
“You don’t have to do this. I can pay you a gold a month.”
“Use it on yourself. A boy’s got to have money to have a good time and I don’t think you’ve had a bit of it since you arrived, dripping on my doorstep,” she said, her eyes brighter than he ever remembered.
Trak couldn’t accept this, but he would have to deal with this later. He didn’t want to spoil his own party. That left Val to give him something and he didn’t expect anything from her. A gift from a girl in Greenbrook meant something about their relationship, but she, nevertheless, slipped a long thin box in front of him.
He opened it up and looked back at her. “This is—“
“A pointer for when you become a scholar and teach others. Think of our time together learning from Mistress Fidelia and Master Dalistro.” Val winked at him.
He suspected that they all knew that she had given him a wand. Magicians used wands to cast their magic rather than burn or freeze their fingers. “Thank you, for your thoughtful gift. I will keep it safe until such time that I can demonstrate my knowledge to others.” Trak was rather proud of the way he put that. If anyone listened in, they wouldn’t have any proof he meant that his first demonstration with that pointy stick would be to project a magic spell from a pose of power.
 His guests all left at once. He didn’t get to personally thank Neel or Valanna for their gifts. He picked up the sword and went through all of his sword forms and then he picked up Valanna’s wand and practiced his poses, linking them with movement, just like he did with a blade. 
Exhausted from the exertion, Trak fell on his bed, fully clothed, smiling up at the ceiling, feeling pretty good about his life at that moment.
~
“Is it true that most tutors and instructors teach that Warish is a backwater country with no civilization and sparsely settled?” Trak said
Dalistro gave Trak an appraising eye. He nodded. “That is true. If you took any instruction with most other tutors and certainly all at the University, they would tell you that. Ah, they will dazzle you with recent expeditions and new books stating otherwise, but history, as I know it, changes daily in Pestle.”
“How can history change?”
Misson laughed. “At first it is an implication, a thought, a criticism. When such indicators are not batted down, the implications become propositions, the thoughts are accepted and the criticism becomes dogma. Before you know it, history has changed.”
Trak furrowed his brow. “But it hasn’t really, has it?”
“No, however, people believe what they want to believe. Recognition that the Warishians intend on invading Pestle is not a happy thought, is it?”
Trak thought for a moment. “If an invasion happened, there would be a lot more unhappy thoughts.”
“More than thoughts, Trak. Pestle would be taken unawares and everyone’s lives would change. Have you ever heard of how to cook frogs?”
A smile blossomed on Trak’s face. “I’ve cooked a few myself for my… father. You put them in a pot of cold water and they don’t notice the temperature rise until it is too late.”
Misson nodded. “And such it is with relentless propaganda.”
“Propaganda? What does that mean?”
“Good of you to make the frog concept clear. Propaganda is the art of mis-informing the population. Propaganda might not be outright lies, but it gently shapes the opinion of the population. Not everyone absorbs information critically. For those that do, propaganda has less effect.”
“Aren’t university students too smart for that?”
“No. Remember the boiling frog. The students, by now, are just about to the point of being cooked alive. They have no idea that they have been fooled about any number of things.”
“Including a false interpretation of history?”
Misson smiled and rose from his seat. “Exactly, from now on we will discuss history as I know it and history as is being currently taught in Pestle. You make up your mind which is correct.”
“What about Mistress Sleekbottle? She’s from Warish.”
“She has just withdrawn from our sessions.” Misson waved a note that he picked up from his desktop. “You might ask her yourself, but let’s get on a bit with our new approach before you ask her.” Misson looked at the clock on the wall. “Ah! Time is up. I think you have enough to contemplate tonight. I have no assignment for you.”
That was a first. Trak quickly left Dalistro’s house and headed back to his rooms. News of Val’s ending of the classes disturbed him. If she hadn’t given him the wand, he might wonder about her sincerity in all of this.
In their magic classes, she had acted like she barely had enough power to complete the spells. Was that a ruse, too? He didn’t want to think about her faking her weakness and prepared himself for an evening of military forms practice. Neel— Trak just couldn’t call him father— had been called away the day after his birthday party and had told him to get into shape for his arms training.
After dinner, he went out to the alley that ran behind the inn and brought his birthday sword, which he wouldn’t practice with and one of the practice swords that the stableboys used, along with a pole to use for staff work.
He began his workout and moved through the forms as he always had with the pole and the practice sword. Everything went smoothly and he exercised with the same precision he always did, until six dark figures emerged from the darkening day at either end of the alley.
“Come with us,” one of them said.
Trak bent slightly at the waist. He’d never been in a real fight and wondered if this would be the first. He took a step towards the one who spoke and then lost control of his limbs. As he fell, he twisted around and saw a magician just breaking his pose.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
WHEN TRAK WOKE UP IN THE DARK, HIS WORLD SWAYED back and forth. He didn’t think he was dizzy, but as he sat up, he realized he was back on a ship. He shook the cobwebs from his mind and stood, feeling around for the door. To his surprise, it was unlocked. He stepped out into a dim hallway lit by widely spaced lanterns.
No one paid any attention to him as he walked up the ladder to the next level of the ship and then onto the deck. He could barely make out the lights of Pestledown, dwindling in the distance. He didn’t really want to chance a swim at night, especially as woozy as he was, but still clung to the railing contemplating a plunge into the dark water below.
“Not this time,” Misson Dalistro said. “You haven’t finished your course of study yet.”
Confusion filled Trak’s mind. “I’m being impressed again?”
His tutor laughed. “Not at all. We are heading to Santasia, my home. Pestle is no longer safe for you.”
“But what about my friends? They won’t be safe either!”
“The innkeeper is safe enough. We have brought along Mistress Fidelia in much the same manner that we absconded with you.”
“Why? I would have gone freely.”
“The Dancing Studio mistress might not.”
Trak thought hard. “What about Valanna Sleekbottle?”
Misson patted Trak on his shoulder. “The king’s guard were on their way to take your tutor, Valanna and you to their dungeons. She has—“
“Podor Feely took her.” Trak said it as a statement.
“No, she has left Pestledown, but not with him. Someone else alerted the Pestledown guards about your magical abilities. We actually suspect it was Feely or Saddlebug who threw the net you barely evaded. Valanna had been alerted even before you.”
“She knows—“
“Nothing. She has nothing against Esmera, Cardswallow or the interesting Mr. Coffun Cricket. They have all been warned of the orders to capture you. We just anticipated them, and not by very much.”
“But, who are you? You’re not just a tutor.” Trak still looked longingly at Pestledown. What if Misson was the one doing the lying? However, Neel had already vouched for him.
“No. I am also an agent for the Santasian Council. We haven’t gotten to it in your studies, but Santasia threw out their king generations ago. We’ll go into the reasons why, later. Tonight, I want you to rest. I apologize for the way you were abducted, but we knew there would be too many people about and were lucky we didn’t have to enter into the inn’s grounds to find you.”
Trak’s mind went in many directions as he tried to make sense of what just happened to him. “And Coffun?”
“Mr. Cricket? He is sympathetic to our point of view.”
Trak sat down on the hatch and put his head in his hands, not believing his predicament. He raised his head. “And just what is your point of view?”
Misson laughed. “An excellent question. The Santasian Council sees the same strategy employed by Warishian agents in our country. The disease has not spread as far as we can tell and we have been able to weed out the worst offenders among the upper classes, but someone is stirring the commoners.”
And Val was an offender? Trak had a hard time believing that. “That is justification for abducting me? If I was just warned, I could be on the road back to Greenbrook.” He shrugged his shoulders, but he knew what his tutor would say. He paused to let him say it.
“Neel Cardswallow is presently on his way there to notify your father.”
Trak’s mind was too weary to correct him. “Maybe I’ve shaken off the effects of the spell enough to get more sleep. I have much to think about.”
“We won’t force you, Trak.” Misson said as Trak left him for his cabin, if he had the presence of mind to find it.
~
The ship’s movement woke Trak. His cabin remained dark, but he now noticed slivers of light forcing their way through cracks in his door. He put his shoes and coat on and stepped into the corridor. Men noticed him this time and nodded their heads. He didn’t see an unfriendly face, unlike his last voyage with Captain Netherlight.
“Here, eat some of this.” Trak turned towards the voice of Honor Fidelia. She sat at a table holding a bowl of mush with both hands. The various hanging things in the tiny dining compartment swung back and forth with the movement of the ship.
“Did they spell you unconscious, too?”
She shook her head. “At least when they came for me, I was in my studio. It didn’t take much for me to be convinced. Not after that Sleekbottle girl vanished with all of her possessions. Misson told me she had told him she had withdrawn from his course to help me in my shop. Not so.”
“I don’t believe it, either.”
Honor put her hand on Trak’s shoulder, the softest thing he’d ever seen her do. “I’m sorry. I know you had a spot in your heart for her. She lied to Misson because she hasn’t been at my shop other than for our lessons for a few weeks.”
Trak’s heart fell. Liar. He had been well and truly taken in by her beauty. “Does Misson know if any of her story was true?”
“You’ll have to ask him. All I know for a fact is that we barely got out of Pestledown.”
Trak refused to accept Val’s duplicity. “How can you be sure Misson isn’t the one who has created a hoax?”
“Because I’ve known Master Dalistro for many years. I came to Santasia years ago and met him. I trust him with my life, although he acted as if I didn’t last night.”
“It appears he holds both of our lives in his hands.” Trak said as a sailor tossed a bowl of mush in front of him. He fumbled with it and spilled a bit on the worn-looking table.
“Better his hands than Podor Feely’s,” Honor said and put her proffered bowl back in front of her.
Trak ate his mush and staggered up the ladders to the top deck. He didn’t spot Master Dalistro, but found a spot where he could wedge himself while the ship tossed to and fro. He looked out to sea. They had to be into the deepest part of the ocean. Land was nowhere in sight and the ocean looked deep blue to match the mostly clear sky.
He looked up at the billowing sails. The rough seas were stirred up by the wind. Trak wished he knew how long they would be traveling to Santasia. He had never learned much in the way of distances. He stared at the boiling sea and listened to the calls of the sailors and the mates or officers spout off instructions in a language he did not understand. 
Misson had always spoken with a bit of an accent. Perhaps his education would now include lessons in a foreign language, something that Trak never would have dreamed of learning a few months ago.
“Are you feeling better?” his tutor said from behind him.
Trak turned away from the sight of the sea and shrugged. “Not really, now that my father and my closest adult friend could be in hiding. My magic teacher tells me she trusts you and I hate being forced to do the same.” He didn’t mention how betrayed he felt. 
Dalistro smiled amiably, an amiability Trak didn’t share at the current point in time. “You are not forced to trust me. Perhaps that trust will be earned at a later date. Are you still willing to learn?”
“What else am I to do? There are no stables or garden to tend that I can see. I have no other talents.”
The tutor shook his forefinger at Trak. “Not so, Honor is here. She can continue to teach you. If you can stand me, I’d like to continue to provide you with history.”
“Twisted to the Santasian point of view?” Trak looked back toward the sea and then glared at his tutor. But Dalistro knew that Trak had magic. He didn’t see any way out of his predicament.
Dalistro narrowed his eyes. “Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll teach you the history the Warishians want you to learn and my version. You can decide which one makes the most sense.”
Trak couldn’t dispute the fairness implied in Dalistro’s offer, but he knew bias would creep in. He’d heard different versions of the same story told during long nights inside The Blunted Sword. He still didn’t understand how Honor could trust him. Perhaps he needed another talk with her and lessons would afford him the opportunity to see if Honor’s own views were clouded with some strange Santasian spell.
~
“I don’t know where you acquired such superb balance,” Honor said, observing a set of fifteen poses that she made Trak perform.
“Practice, I guess.” He shrugged. “As I said, Neel taught me military forms and I guess I became obsessed with doing them absolutely right.”
“What poses you know are done as well as any magician who has practiced for years. I didn’t know your mother very well and saw her practice poses only once or twice. She definitely didn’t have your precision, but she did have exceptional power.”
“I don’t know what good any of this will do me in Santasia,” Trak said, breaking form and sitting down. Her exercises left him exhausted. She hadn’t taught him a single word of power on their entire voyage to protect the ship from the inadvertent effects of his magic.
“Enough of your truculence and negative thinking. I once thought no one could out dour me, but you have succeeded. When was the last time you even smiled?”
Trak knew. He grinned when he stepped into the alleyway, ready to practice his forms just before his abduction. “My sword!” He had forgotten completely about Neel’s birthday gift. “Did they bring it?”
Honor shook her head. “I don’t know. Ask Misson.”
If he had Neel’s sword at his side, he would feel more in control of his destiny. He’d seek out the tutor as soon as this session ended,
“After I’ve mastered all of these poses, then what?”
“There are many pose variations, but where I learned, the goal was to learn sixty-seven basic poses. You need to learn those and more, but tomorrow we will start with the theory behind the poses. I generally start with that, but I never trusted Miss Sleekbottle and you just weren’t ready for the thinking part. But don’t think that we’ve wasted time. Your pose work has progressed nicely as I’ve told you.”
Trak mumbled his thanks. “Are we done?”
She nodded. “You may go and ask about your sword, I don’t need magic to tell me what’s on your mind. Perhaps that might add a little light to your life, eh?”
He felt his attitude brighten. “I’ll go now.” He nodded to Honor and left her in the large cabin that she alone used.
Misson Dalistro spoke with the Captain in Santasian on the steering deck. Trak needed permission to climb up and the Captain nodded to him as he waited at the bottom of the ladder.
“What brings you up here Master Magicker?” the captain said. He had the much stronger accent than the crew had.
“I wish to ask Master Dalistro if my sword was retrieved when I was taken.”
Valuator grinned. “It was and I’m glad you’ve finally asked. It’s in my cabin and I’ll bring it to our next session, which will be in…” he looked at the sun in the sky, “…two hours. Do you want to spend some time up here and see how Captain Glasanda navigates the ship?”
Trak’s anger seemed to defuse just a bit and he relented. “I will.”
“Then if you will excuse me, Captain, I will prepare for my session with Master Bluntwithe by taking a nap.” He passed Trak and clapped him on the shoulder and climbed down the stairs. He didn’t like his tutor showing so much good humor. He felt like the man had achieved some victory at his expense.
“Now, what do you know about sailing?” Captain Glasanda said, rubbing his hands. It seemed that the captain also seemed like he might enjoy lecturing Trak as well.
~
Dalistro handed the sword to Trak. “It is a good serviceable blade. This was made in Santasia by the best of our craftsmen for an expert swordsman. You might not have noticed, but the balance is superb and the steel is exquisite to a practiced eye.”
“And you have a practiced eye? You have a wide range of expertise, Master Dalistro.” Trak looked sideways at his tutor.
“Indeed, I do. Perhaps you would like to practice with me. We have another two weeks on board ship and it might spice up our time together, not using this sword, however. Using naked blades on a rolling ship is not the best way to train and stay unblooded.”
The term unblooded didn’t seem to be something that a tutor would think to say. However, Neel had never returned to practice with him and now that he had his sword back, Trak found himself anxious to see how well his forms served him against Dalistro, who had never seen him practice before.
After an hour of Warish’s version of Pestle history, Dalistro took him topside, pulling two practice swords from a barrel in a compartment that Trak had never seen before. He noticed weapons of all kinds hanging from the walls.
“Coats off,” his tutor said. He tested both of the wooden swords and gave one to Trak. “This has the best balance.”
Trak didn’t quite know the protocol the Santasian’s followed. He brought his sword up to his forehead and swept it down in an arc. Dalistro did something similar but in the opposite direction and left it at his forehead and gave him a little bow. Trak shrugged and assumed the first defensive posture that Neel taught him. He’d only show Dalistro the basic forms.
“You have excellent form for one so young. Cardswallow has taught you well, but I would suspect that you have practiced much more.”
Trak nodded. “I have.”
Dalistro thrust his sword at Trak’s stomach. Trak immediately recognized the thrust from the position of Dalistro’s feet and used a circular motion to throw the thrust away. The tutor began a series of maneuvers, but they seemed to be in a pattern that Trak recognized as a different set of forms. Dalistro’s pace was rather slow and Trak easily countered every movement that Dalistro showed him.
This kind of dance of sword forms had been the kind of thing that Neel had practiced with him many times. Trak could go on until his arm tired. But then Dalistro sped up his forms. Trak found himself batting away Dalistro’s advances. He felt his forms breaking down as Dalistro’s strokes and counter strokes became incredibly fast.
During one of Trak’s defensive forms, Dalistro struck with unexpected strength. Trak’s practice sword spun across the deck and bounced into the sea. He held up both hands, signally defeat to his tutor.
Dalistro grinned. “You made me sweat. Good for you, most of your forms were defensive until you lost your composure and began flailing your sword about.”
Trak felt dejected. How could he be so soundly defeated? He had expected more of himself. “I’m sorry I was such a poor opponent.”
“I’d say he did well enough against one of the best swordsmen in Santasia,” Captain Glasanda said, looking down from his steering deck. “What say you, Misson?”
His tutor nodded. “If you don’t mind, Glasanda, this is just the start of Trak’s instruction. Don’t fill his head with praise. I just gave enough. Now go mind your boat,” He said and made a dismissive motion with his hand. Both of the older men laughed.
Trak thought they must know each other very well. Dalistro didn’t even call Captain Glasanda by his title.
“And now, Trak, we will go over our little exercise and I will show you where you went wrong.”
“I did just fine until you sped up,” Trak said, not knowing if that was an excuse for his poor showing or not.
Dalistro nodded, but gave Trak the grimmest look he had ever observed his tutor make. “Speed is what you need to anticipate. Real swordsmen do not fight for long. Whoever has the most speed will try to win as soon as he can. When I began to press, you lost all composure and that spelled doom for you. That shows that you have practiced the forms, but for exercise, not for speed, and not when you are in peril. In a real duel, your blood would be staining the Captain’s spotless deck.”
Trak had never thought of swordplay quite in that way. He had always dreamed of long sword fights going up and down palace steps or fighting between trees in a thick forest. Dalistro’s comment threw icy cold water on that notion. This man had something worthwhile to teach him, even if he did instruct him in biased histories. There was nothing biased about the drubbing he had just had.
“I would like to learn how to keep that from happening, Master Dalistro. Is the captain right about your swordsmanship?”
“His is one point of view,” Dalistro said enigmatically. “You know that I am better than you and can teach you how to better protect yourself, even though your forms were impeccable until pressed.”
Trak bowed at his waist. “I am more than willing to learn.” Wouldn’t Neel be surprised if he returned to Pestledown able to best him with a blade? Magic seemed, just then, something less honorable than swordplay.
~
After a history session each day, Trak and Dalistro worked on the deck. But his tutor disappointed him by insisting that their actual work with swords only last for a quarter hour. The rest of the time, he had Trak climbing into the rigging, swabbing the decks and lifting boxes from one end of the ship to the other.
When Trak finally complained, Dalistro said, “You crumbled at my feet because you lost your strength as much as your composure. Even at my advanced age, I am stronger and fitter than you, Master Bluntwithe.” Trak knew Dalistro was younger than Neel, so he also knew the man played with him. So be it. Trak recognized Misson was building up his muscles. “When we reach Santasia, we will spend even more time building your stamina. For the present, work aboard the heaving ship will only improve your balance.”
Trak grumbled a bit, but as he worked with the sailors, he returned to creating patterns of work, something that he had neglected while he lived in Pestledown. He made every repeated act into a form. He swabbed the decks again, remembering the form he developed on his ill-fated voyage to Pestledown. Trak paced himself as he used the winch, but always with an eye to prepare to go faster. Everything had a pattern and ended up as a pose. He built up strength for Honor’s exercises and worked to build his body. Perhaps Esmera wouldn’t think him so soft now.
Towards the end of their voyage, Dalistro permitted him to spar again. The results were the same, but Trak knew that he had lasted longer before his composure crumbled along with his strength.
His magic lessons were a different story. Trak’s pose notes were still hidden in Esmera’s flat above the stables. Now he recognized the wisdom of hiding his portfolio. No one would find it unless they pulled the stable apart. Honor insisted that he repeat all of the poses and record them a new portfolio. She still wouldn’t let him learn the words of power.
“I won’t have you practicing magic on board ship. Remember your first attempt?”
Trak nodded, having gotten the message, yet again.
“Now let us go through the twenty-five poses you have been taught. Show me the pose and then break the pose and describe it to me in your own words.”
The work was much more tedious without Val to impress. Trak still carried heartache within him. He cared for her more than he ever admitted to anyone and her betrayal had continued to gnaw away inside.
Midway through his third run-through for the day, Trak stopped and dropped his arms.
“You can’t be tired already.”
Trak pursed his lips. “Dalistro is making me work hard up on the decks.”
She snorted. “Physical attributes are no match for magic.”
“But they are not much fun,” Trak said. “Anyway, I can now do the forms and the poses faster than I could with the same accuracy.”
Honor squinted her eyes. “You just might change your mind about the fun part when we land in Santasia tomorrow and we get into words of power.” She clapped her hands. “Now finish this set of poses. If you are flawless, we won’t have to start on another set until we locate our new quarters.”
Trak knew he could finish the poses. They were, by now, burned into his brain and into his reflexes. It didn’t take him long to finish and he gladly left Honor and sought out Dalistro for his last session with blades. His elation at perfecting the poses was deflated by being thoroughly thrashed again, for Dalistro gave him no quarter in their last match aboard ship.
His tutor nodded and smiled. “You’ve made progress. You might not be able to tell but I can. You can probably save yourself from an untutored brigand,” Dalistro laughed.
“Where will I go when we arrive in Santasia, tomorrow?”
“I have a few houses that I let out in the capital city of Espozia. There is one close to my personal residence, yet discreet enough for Honor. You will be staying with me.”
Trak didn’t know what to think of that. Dalistro had taught him a great deal, but he wondered if he could handle so much of Dalistro. He had grown larger than life on the voyage. A spy, a scholar and a swordsman. Trak still wasn’t that far from shoveling out the horse manure in his father’s stable and he had to admit that the man intimidated him more now than when they first met.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
THE CITY OF ESPOZIA DWARFED PESTLEDOWN. They had to sail for a few hours upstream along a wide, slow moving river to get to the city proper. Trak noticed the forts on their way. He imagined that all sorts of things were aimed towards the river to keep invaders from sneaking into the city.
He walked to the railing to see if the city was around the next bend. Gradually more houses and small docks began to sprout up around the river, and then Trak marveled at the city, spread out on both sides of the river. Small boats scrambled across the river, evidently ferries transporting people and goods.
“Different from Pestledown?” Dalistro said to Trak. He put his arm around Trak’s shoulder. “You will like it here, but remember always, our intent is to have you return to Pestledown. You are not a prisoner, but a patriot in exile. My job is to prepare you for what is to come in the Kingdom of Pestle, remember that.”
Dalistro’s hand on his shoulder made Trak want to squirm. He suspected that Misson was much richer than anyone he had ever met in his life. The captain continued to joke around with him, but still acted as if his tutor outranked him. Life was much simpler in Greenbrook. 
Honor joined them. The buildings on the eastern side that Trak had viewed were much higher than those on the western side.
“It has been a long time since I have seen Espozia,” she said. Trak didn’t know if she talked to him or Dalistro or to herself. “It has grown so much larger on the Ozitza side.”
Trak furrowed his brow. “Ozitza side?”
“I have been remiss in your studies. There is the side of the bureaucrats, Estia where I live, and the western side of Espozia is the Ozitza. There is more to the difference between the two than the height of the buildings.” His tutor cast a gaze at Honor. Trak could tell that Espozia probably had multiple versions of its history. However, he could learn magic in Espozia from Honor and he looked forward to more swordplay with Dalistro.
The captain whispered in Trak’s ear. “If you’d like, you can follow Ferano on the ship and participate in our arriving in port.”
Trak looked at the captain and at Dalistro and took off after the sailor. Ferano had taught him how to run up the rigging and how to swab the decks during his exercises. He had suspected that Ferano’s load was a little lighter at the expense of Trak’s sweat, but Trak now felt stronger than when he minded stables.
Trak helped at the winches to bring up the sails.
“Home. Time to find a home for a few weeks. I hope I find one soft and cuddly,” one sailor said.
Another laughed. “My home will be red sea encased in glass bottle. In fact I will have many homes!”
Each sailor contributed to the joking about what they would do when they landed, with each hope more outlandish than the rest. All had their say and looked at Trak, who looked a bit surprised. “Me?” he said.
They all nodded and grinned evilly at him for putting the boy on the spot.
“I will learn how to puncture my enemies when I get home and perhaps learn how to fly.”
They all guffawed and went back to their work, moving from one winch to the next as the sails were furled up on the masts and, finally, the ship bumped up against a long dock.
“That’s enough, Master Trak,” Ferano said. “I wish you fair sailing.”
“And the same to you, Ferano,” Trak said as he ran over to Dalistro, who held out his birthday sword. Trak finished buckling it to his waist while Dalistro led him down a gangplank to the dock below. Honor followed them closely behind. She carried a large bag of possessions. Trak had a small borrowed duffel bag with two changes of clothes.
They all piled into a rather nice carriage painted a shiny black with a fox sitting in a checkered field along with other flourishes.
“Are you a noble? I thought there wasn’t a king in Santasia,” Trak said.
Dalistro nodded his head. “There isn’t, but the aristocracy remained. In Santasia, it’s not your breeding, but what you do with yourself that counts. Think of nobles as members of an ancient club.”
Honor squinted at Dalistro. “So no new nobles can be named? That’s not what I learned when I last visited Santasia.”
“There are awards and titles, but they just allow you membership in the club,” Dalistro said.
Trak didn’t think the tone of Dalistro’s words sounded true. He would have to be as careful in Espozia as much as he had been in Pestledown. He forced a smile. “I’ve never been a member of a club.”
“You are,” Honor said. “There is a society of magicians in Santasia and you are already a member by virtue of your power. But I must give you warning. The club is closed. If you are found to have magic, your membership is mandatory. Once you are identified as a person with power, your life may change, so we will have to be discreet.”
“My power? I know a few poses and fewer words, but I don’t think of myself that way,” Trak said. He looked out the carriage window as they passed a couple of fancily dressed men wearing swords. “I would rather be a swordsman.”
Dalistro’s eyes followed Trak’s. “There is no reason you have to belong to just one club, is there?”
Trak saw him casually looking at Honor, who glared back at him. He didn’t want to be in the middle of a fight between his two tutors. “There is no reason at all. I will become a good magician and a good swordsman. I show promise in both fields of endeavor, right?” He liked using the word ‘endeavor’. He hoped Dalistro would permit him a language tutor. Then a thought hit him.
“Who is paying for Honor and me? I had my education in Pestledown, but I come here without any money.”
Dalistro narrowed his eyes and smiled at him as if he knew something that Trak didn’t. His tutor knew a whole lot more than he did, so he didn’t see why Dalistro would gloat. “You are guests of the Santasian Council. Nothing is being sought in return. The Warish want to rule the world and that would inconvenience the members of our clubs. Your power and breeding are something special that we don’t want in the hands of Warish or bleeding out onto the pavement of Pestledown’s Execution Square.” He had maintained his smile and bowed slightly towards Honor. “We essentially abducted you both, therefore we are responsible until events settle out.”
Honor pursed her lips. “And what events are those?”
“You’ll learn in due time,” Dalistro said.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
PRINCE NEZ FEREZ GAZED OUT OF HIS TOWER WINDOW towards the sands of the desert, barely visible along the western horizon. He loved the heat of his youth, traveling from oasis to oasis, while his clan eked out a living herding sheep and exploiting a few hidden mines of gold and diamond. The mines made them richer than most nobles in Warish, but the sheep kept their souls in touch with the land they all loved.
A door opened and a young serving maid, even younger than Nez, entered, head bent and walking with tiny steps. “Your breakfast, Great Prince.”
Nez loved being called a prince. He’d rather be called a desert prince or even a nomad prince, although, by now, his clan were anything but nomads. He turned and sent the maid away with a whisk of his hand. He sat on cushions at a low table in his rooms and ate a breakfast consisting of fruit, light wine and lightly breaded morsels of fried lamb.
As he sat, a figure entered his room from behind a curtained wall.
“Asem, you have returned with news from Pestle? What will you be telling my father?”
The man bowed. “I have not eaten yet. May I?”
Nez waved his assent and nothing was said as they both ate in silence for a moment.
“Your lady friend, Valanna Almond, is back. Rescued from Podor Feely or his friend. I don’t know which. Why did you pick such a noxious man to house her?”
Nez smiled. “She is a magician. Valanna should know how to take care of herself.”
“I would never send such an innocent to Pestledown,” Asem said. “Podor used her badly to try and capture the Bluntwithe boy.  The boy who is only a few years younger than you, Great Prince, but he thoroughly thrashed Podor and his henchman when they clumsily tried to capture him. Those were your orders?  They weren’t mine.”
That made Nez blush a bit. Asem was an old family friend and member of his clan. He could say what he wanted in Nez’s presence. “Perhaps I was a bit hasty. I should have let you know, Asem. Is that better?”
Asem smiled. “Better. Unfortunately, we missed our opportunity to take him. You pulled the Almond girl out of Pestledown and that must have alerted the Santasians, who spirited him away just as the royal guard was about to take the boy. A Santasian tutor, we believe, Misson Dalistro.” He looked meaningfully at Nez.
“Dalistro, a tutor this time, eh? He has outfoxed us again. My father will be furious.”
The man in black nodded. “The witch that the girl learned a bit of magic from is missing as well.”
“So we think they are both in Santasia now?”
Another nod from the man in black and then he shrugged. “It doesn’t make a difference. Our plan progresses, as long as we are patient. Our plan is ripe, for in another year we can just walk into Pestle and take over.”
Nez pounded a fist on the table, spilling some wine. “My father is much too patient.”
“It is a virtue, Great Prince. The Pestlans will welcome us with open arms and with smiles on their faces. Who knows, the dimwitted king may just step aside in your favor.”
Nez smiled and twisted a gold diamond-encrusted ring on his finger. “Perhaps. I am confident that I will rule before I am twenty?”
“Assuredly.”
“The boy, uh, the young man won’t be able to stop us?”
“Risk is abundant in all affairs of state, Great Prince. I doubt he will ever understand his true potential before we either tame him or kill him.”
“If he does, then you will end that potential in a most violent manner?”
Asem smiled and bowed his head. “I live to serve you and your father.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
HONOR SAT TRAK DOWN AS SOON AS HE ENTERED the pleasant little house on a back lane, not far from Dalistro’s impressive mansion. She shoved his portfolio in his hands.
“You will need to learn sixty-seven basic poses. After that,” she shrugged, “you will know enough to begin a different course of study.” She pulled out a massively thick stack of parchment papers bound between two red leather-covered boards. “That is what is in here. This book is a personal treasure and you can only study it in my presence. Do you understand?”
“Can I copy the pages?”
“Of course,” she said in a most demeaning manner. Her mood had deteriorated after their voyage.
“Then what is the matter?”
Honor looked away. “I honestly don’t know where to turn.”
“Are we in trouble?”
“When have we not been in trouble, Trak? At least two groups monitored my studio, besides the king’s guard. I thought I trusted Misson, but I’m not so sure. Are you the pawn of some greater game?” She rubbed one of her upper arms and stood up. “I suppose you can just float along until someone decides you are no longer a player, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. I’ve been to Espozia before and we will be in danger as long as we are here. Not necessarily life-threatening, but dangerous nevertheless.” She looked at him as she walked to a window and looked out at the little park across the street.
“Who is playing us?” Trak said, still somewhat confused by her words.
“Everyone.”
A simple answer for a complex problem. “So what do we do? Escape?”
Honor laughed and walked away from the window. “Where to? Do you know?”
Trak shook his head, but he knew she didn’t seek an answer. “Maybe we should wait for a bit until we know more. If I learn more swordsmanship and more magic, perhaps we might make a formidable pair and can go where we like.”
She gave him a cynical smile. “And where is that? Join the Toryans?” She snorted. “That is the question.”
“The Toryans are just a myth. Forest magicians,” Trak said. “Neel would know.”
“And whose side is Neel on? Warish, Pestle, Santasia? Certainly not Colcan.”
Trak had to think. “Is there a Pestlan resistance? I think he’s on that side.”
Honor rubbed her thumb against her forefinger. “To be crushed by the greater powers.”
“But I can help him, if I become powerful enough,” Trak said, standing up. “You said I had great potential.”
Her face softened. “You do, but there isn’t much time to teach you what you need to know and the wisdom to use it properly.”
“Wisdom? There is wisdom in magic?” Trak didn’t understand.
Honor nodded her head. “Wisdom is the difference between a good magician and a great magician. You need to know what to use and how to use it. There are gradations in power and, at the right time, you will learn how to innovate.”
“Innovate? You mean create magic?”
Honor took Trak and held onto his shoulders. “Effects. You can learn different ways to apply your talent. That is the key to true mastery. There are few enough masters in the world. It is probably the most exclusive of clubs. Remember in the carriage, Misson talked of clubs.”
Trak nodded. “I’m already a member of the Magician’s club. He said that.”
“Not really, the guild demands a much greater commitment than you can give. I dealt with them when I spent my time in Espozia. Look not to them for support, young man. The noble’s club? They are probably more pawns than we are.”
“So, it is the Council?”
Honor snorted. “There is a council behind the council, who are the unelected rulers of Santasia. Who knows how many factions there are in this country? Right now, everything is placid. But it’s like a river with a heavy current. It might be as smooth as glass on top, but the river swirls and flows quickly beneath.”
“Can we do anything about it now?” Trak said, trying to get off of this depressing conversation. He could tell they would be having it again.
“No.” Honor’s smile was a bit more genuine. “You are right. For now, we concentrate on your magic and, truth be told, my magic as well. If you want to be a team, I will willingly join. Our own two-person secret club, how about that?”
“I would like that. You can keep me from becoming Dalistro’s man.”
She rubbed her hands together. “Let’s make a great magician out of you, then. When we are done, you won’t need your sword.”
Trak didn’t want that to happen, so he kept his opinions on swordsmanship to himself.
~
The seasons were more pronounced in Santasia. With fall came a chill in the air. The cold air occasionally turned fall rains to snow, more snow that Trak had ever seen, but it melted away quickly. Dalistro kept him up on his exercises, language tutoring in both Pestlan and Santasian and history, which Dalistro had turned towards political systems. His increased educational load gave him little time to visit Honor. However he didn’t let that slow up his magic education. He spent his time at Honor’s painstakingly copying her pose-book into his.
On the practice field, Trak learned that he could integrate his poses into exercise forms with his sword and that finally caught the notice of Misson Dalistro.
“Where did you learn those forms?” his tutor said.
“I picked them up in Pestle. I just haven’t used them here. I’m eager to learn new things.” Trak said as he stopped his exercise.
“It is time to move our practices indoors. At this time of year, the plants in my conservatory begin to die off, leaving a large floor of bare dirt. That’s where we will begin to practice, starting tomorrow, unless the day is nice, of course, that way you can practice whatever forms you wish all winter long.”
“I’ll be glad for that, sir. I don’t know if I’ll ever be used to the frigid temperatures of Santasia.”
“Cold winters, hot blood,” Dalistro said, winking at Trak. “Don’t you think it’s time to mingle with others of your own age? You were sweet on that Warishian girl, Valanna Sleekbottle?” He laughed. “Your Pestlan last names, so prosaic.”
Trak had never given last names much thought, but as he thought of the people in Greenbrook and in his circle of acquaintances in Pestledown, most of them had colorful surnames. Trak had become so focused on learning swordsmanship and magic that he had forgotten about others. In Greenbrook, he had naturally gravitated to his father’s friends.
“That would be nice, but I wouldn’t know how to act in front of others.”
Dalistro grinned and laid his hand on Trak’s broadening shoulder. “You’re growing up, lad, and still in need of education. I’ve neglected to provide you with behavioral instruction, so in the mornings, we will take a few slices from your magic instruction and substitute them for a manners course.”
A few slices? He had already gone from three morning hours to an hour and a half. Trak enjoyed the swordsmanship, but the other studying was beginning to get tedious. However, he knew if he wanted to get into the University of Pestle, still a goal no matter how unrealistic, his manners and deportment would have to improve along with his knowledge.
~
The second day of practicing in the conservatory brought something new.
Dalistro walked onto the freshly rolled dirt floor with a group of young men. They all looked a bit older than Trak, but he wouldn’t let that bother him. They would only give him more of a challenge.
“I thought it might be more interesting for you to practice with a group of swordsmen of your same age and capability.”
Perhaps Dalistro wasn’t a very good judge of age, so Trak wondered about their capabilities.
“They brought along their own weapons master and a significantly wider choice of arms to learn. I’ll leave you to make your own introductions,” Dalistro said, and then left Trak with the strangers.
A short older man strutted into the conservatory. He had a few scars running down his face. Trak wondered if those came on the battlefield. The man walked up to Trak.
“So you think you are something special, eh?” He spoke in broken Pestlan and put his face as close to Trak’s as he could. “You will find out that Gio won’t take it easy on you.” Trak understood that the man had referred to himself.
“I didn’t ask you to,” Trak said in his broken Santasian. “I’m here to become a better swordsman and I’m willing to work. Ask Master Dalistro.”
“You mean Senior Dalistro of the Santasian Council?”
Trak didn’t know what he meant. “Dalistro, the man who brought me here from Pestle.”
“The son, he has been working with you?” The man’s demeanor softened a little.
“He has, but he’s much better than I am. I’ve only recently been able to get through his defenses for a touch or two per sparring session.”
Gio’s eyebrows shot up and then his eyes narrowed. “I will treat you just the same as my other students. Bepiro!”
The tallest of the young men stepped up. He was both taller and broader than Trak. “Grab your practice sword and show this Pestlan how we swing swords in Santasia.”
A test. Trak wondered if Dalistro set this up and might never know the answer, but he would do his best against an unknown fighter—likely Gio’s best.
Bepiro waved his sword and began to warm up using rather crude forms, but Trak could see the power behind the swings. Dalistro had power, but he also fought with finesse, and perhaps practicing with these young men would give him more insight in how to defend himself against bigger, stronger opponents. He didn’t see much point in going on the offensive. A single push by the bigger, heavier boy would put Trak right on his rear.
Trak used his simpler forms to get ready. He didn’t see the point in showing Bepiro his speed, so he also slowed them up. He thought that he picked up a few disparaging comments in Santasian on the simplicity of his style from the group of eight other boys.
“That is enough.” Gio pointed at each of them and then at the center of the conservatory.
Bepiro sneered at Trak, but still bowed to him and brought his sword up to his forehead and swept it aside in the same manner that Dalistro had taught him when they began a sparring round. Trak had already adopted the Santasian salute.
They began to circle each other. Bepiro would feint in and back with his footwork, but kept his sword on guard. The man moved much less precisely than his tutor. Unfortunately, Trak didn’t know exactly how to capitalize on the different style.
He sighed, facing the fact that he would learn something new this morning. He thrust with his sword and let Bepiro swat it away. The force of his blow nearly tore the sword out of his grasp. A strategy of force on force wouldn’t work.
Bepiro reached back with his sword hand and slammed it towards Trak, who used his sword to deflect the blow as he slid to his left. That was an opening to exploit, he thought, and had to stop thinking while Bepiro advanced with a combination of short slashes and thrusts. It was all Trak could do to parry off the onslaught.
He remembered a form he could use and pirouetted to his right as Bepiro’s sword futilely followed his move. Trak faced Bepiro’s back and slapped his sword on the bigger man’s backside before he could turn around. He shuffled backwards to the center of the conservatory and put his sword up in a different defense than he had yet shown.
Bepiro stalked towards Trak and just as he reached him, raised his sword as he had at the beginning. Trak thrust as quickly as he could and scored a solid thrust that made Bepiro grunt, but it didn’t stop the bigger man’s blade from coming down on Trak’s head. He didn’t even remember falling back onto the dirt.
Trak woke as freezing water splashed onto him. He shook off the water and sat up in the resulting mud with his sword still clutched in his hand. He brought it up to the guffaws of the other boys.
He put his hand to his head, now pulsing with pain and stood.
“You did better than I expected,” Gio said. “But, of course, Bepiro won.”
Trak wouldn’t have any of that. “Bepiro would have been dead with my sword through his gut. If you excuse me, I don’t think I’m fit enough to work with you anymore today, but I will be back tomorrow.” He knew his performance was a close thing, but he’d be more successful fighting Bepiro with more movement the next time they sparred.
He turned and staggered out. Dalistro stood at a window and grinned at him, clapping silently at his performance.
Trak walked through the ornate splendor of Dalistro’s mansion. His boots clicked on the polished stone floors and up the wide sweeping stairway to his personal rooms. He stepped through the double doors and took off his muddy boots and clothes. A servant would soon arrive to whisk them away for cleaning.
The closet that he used had twenty different outfits, half of them devoted to his fencing lessons. Trak ignored them as he walked through to the bathroom. Piped in hot water flowed through golden fixtures into the marble tub. Pestledown knew no such luxury, so Dalistro had told him when he first arrived.
He settled down into a steaming bath and soaked. Trak’s head still pounded from Bepiro’s blow. At least the bleeding hadn’t taken long to stop. He closed his eyes and slept.
The water had gone cold when he woke up. He dried himself off with thick towels made with a weave that he had never seen before coming to Santasia. Esmera and his father, Able, would die to have these for their best customers. Trak wondered if Dalistro would let him send some to Pestle.
He laid down on his bed, only wearing a robe made out of the absorbent cloth and went back to sleep. He woke in darkness. He had missed his magic lesson!
A servant had slipped in to light the enclosed lamps that illuminated the higher-class Espozian homes and businesses.
“Is dinner ready yet?” Trak said, sitting up and touching the sensitive bump on his skull. At least the bleeding and the headache had stopped. Surely Honor would understand.
“In half an hour, sir,” the woman said. “You will be joining the Master in the dining room. Do you need anything?” Her lip curled in a smile. Trak thought that she intended to suggest a dalliance. He wasn’t ready for this. He’d had intimations before from this woman.
He blushed. “No, no, you can leave, now that there is enough light to see by. Thank you.” Dalistro had told him that it was bad form to thank servants, but Trak knew otherwise.
She gave him the briefest of a curtsey and left him alone in his room. Even after a few months living like a noble, Trak didn’t feel comfortable. His stomach did grumble and he rose from the bed and dressed for dinner. He didn’t like the velvet and the stretchy pants, but Dalistro had rules for him to follow. Soon he’d be learning more of what accounted for proper behavior in Espozia. Trak didn’t know what conventions he violated on a daily basis, not having any idea what Santasian manners were really like.
Dinner was a bit different tonight. Dalistro had invited Gio and an unfamiliar woman. Typically, Trak dined alone in a smaller dining room closer to the kitchen, but his evening meals were punctuated with occasional appearances by his tutor dining in this room.
“You know Gio, the sword master,” Dalistro said. Trak nodded to him. “And this is your manners tutor, the esteemed Madame Barrazi.”
Trak nodded to her. She dressed very elegantly and was very pretty with her dark curled hair and dark eyes. He figured that she was younger than Dalistro and younger than Honor. Fashions in Espozia were somewhat more revealing than in Pestledown and that made him blush.
She laughed. “You’ll have to do better than that in Espozia’s polite society, Master Bluntwithe.”
“You were ungallant, Trak,” Dalistro said. “When a lady is present and you are introduced, you stand and bow and say something complimentary.”
Trak didn’t like being criticized in front of these two strangers, but he could do nothing but smile and nod again. Why did Dalistro invite two new tutors, but ignored Honor Fidelia? True, the woman made any festive occasion less festive, but if he had to be polite to Madame Barrazi, why didn’t he have to be polite to Honor?
“I am sorry, Madame Barrazi. I have humble origins and don’t have a knack for knowing how to act.”
She smiled in much the same way that the maid had. “I will teach you how to behave properly. You wait.”
Gio and Dalistro laughed, but Trak didn’t know what the woman had said to make them react so.
“The boy performed well during his session today,” Gio said. “He was right, Bepiro’s downward slash would have had no force with a sword in him.” He nodded to Trak.
“Keep him at it. As you can see, he has promise to be an elegant swordsman, but you must teach him how to fight others and with different weapons.”
Gio nodded and sported a crafty smile that Trak didn’t like. “Don’t worry. We practice all morning, though. That is a longer session than you have established?”
Dalistro waved his hand. “Take all morning, if you wish. We will move his lessons to the afternoons.”
“What about my sessions with Honor?”
Dalistro’s eyes flashed and he shook his head. Trak could tell that he didn’t want him to talk about his magic lessons.
“Your honor lessons will be displaced by your manner’s lessons. That leaves you with less time for honor, but more time with the exquisite Madame Barrazi.” He nodded at the manners tutor.
Trak certainly caught the Dalistro’s turning of the conversation away from Honor Fidelia. That meant he needed to be discreet about his magic. Who knows what Dalistro would have done if Trak hadn’t caught on?
After dinner, Trak showed up on Honor’s doorstep.
She opened up the door. “What are you doing coming here in the middle of the night?”
It wasn’t even half past eight o’clock. “I was injured during my fencing lessons, a clout on the head.”
Honor held up a lantern to his head. “I can see,” Honor said. Her anger dissipated. “So?”
“So, Dalistro has expanded my swordsmanship tutoring to all morning long and added a third tutor in the afternoon, pushing your time out.”
“Out to when?” Honor said.
Trak shrugged. “I guess whenever I can get away.”
Honor looked out into the darkness. “Here I am in my robe. Come in, come in.”
She led him to the kitchen and fixed some tea. She set a mug in front of Trak and took a sip of her own.
“Now when do you think you can see me?”
Trak didn’t know what to say. Dalistro had usurped his time. “Maybe Dalistro doesn’t want me to learn magic, but what if things have changed?”
Honor scratched her head. He’d never seen the woman with her hair down. She looked younger—not a lot, but younger.
“Perhaps that’s exactly what happened. To him, I’m sure everything is about politics. As long as he puts me up in this house, then we’ll just have to set up a range of hours. I’ll be here during those times.”
“I still have half of your book to copy.”
“Then that is even more of a priority. You can practice your poses on your own and we’ll have to make the best of it.”
“Is night okay?”
She shook her head. “The appearance of a sixteen year old boy in a single lady’s house at night is not a pleasant one for many people. You’ll have to find time during daylight.”
“I’ll have to go without lunch, then.”
“Go without lunch. I can provide you with something to fill your stomach well enough while you are sketching the poses.”
“Then that’s what I’ll do. Give me a few days to get used to the new routine.”
“A few days, and then I’ll be waiting for you.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
MADAME BARRAZI WORE PROVOCATIVE CLOTHING even to their first session. Trak had a hard time keeping his eyes from drifting to the woman’s ample bosom.
“You are a blank slate, aren’t you Master Bluntwithe? Can I call you Trak, like Misson does?”
He nodded, concentrating on looking at her forehead.
“You may call me, Sereni. Okay?” She leaned forward. “First of all, when you enter a room, you bow to the men and kiss the hands of the ladies. Kiss my hand.”
She offered him her hand and Trak shook it. He could tell he blushed and didn’t really want to do something so intimate with a stranger.
She waved her hand. “Perhaps if we knew each other better, it might make it easier. Go ahead, call me Sereni.”
Trak nodded his head, “Sereni.”
“Now, give me your hand.”
Trak held out his hand.
“Make it limp. A woman doesn’t proffer a stiff hand. Relaxed. Expect a relaxed hand.”
Trak tried to make his hand limp.
She looked at him sideways and curled a lip. “Better, but not good.” She shook her head, making her curls shiver. “Now you caress the hand just a little. Just enough to feel the bones of her hand with your thumb and then you brush your lips on her fingers.” She bent down and kissed his hand, brushing her lips, but the tip of her tongue slid along his skin as well.
He yanked his hand back. “You made my hand wet!”
“I did? That’s not a thing that a man should do. It’s a bit too intimate.” She sighed but then quickly held out her hand.
“Now that I’ve demonstrated, it’s your turn.”
Trak held her hand and squeezed it between his fingers and thumb and barely touched her hand with his lips. “There.”
She sighed again. “It’s a start.”
Although the woman intimidated him, he felt a certain attraction that made him uncomfortable. It was quite different from the way he had thought about Val. This was deeper and darker; yet he knew it wasn’t even close to love.
~
Gio put Trak together with Bepiro for the first week of training. They exclusively used practice swords. His opponent never stopped using his advantage of weight and strength in their work together, but neither sparred aggressively with one another after Gio made it perfectly clear that injuring each other would be a sin worthy of death.
His next sparring match was with a thin wiry opponent that everyone called Pipa. Trak had observed the styles of each of the nine boys in the class. All were competent swordsmen. Trak knew he was competent, but, despite his use of the forms, he lacked the smoothness of the others. In a sense, he bludgeoned his way with movement and discipline not much different from how Bepiro used his strength.
The boys all gathered along the edges of the conservatory. The sun peeked in and out of the clouds that he saw from the glass windows, but it began to snow just before they started and the top of the conservatory had begun to turn darker. Lanterns were lit and the light reflected from the snow-covered glass in the ceiling. The atmosphere held an other-worldliness that set Trak’s teeth on edge for some reason.
Pipa said something to Gio that Trak thought was permission to go all out. Gio nodded in assent. His Santasian was improving, but he wouldn’t let these people know.
Gio brought them to the center of the conservatory and pointed at them to start. Pipa and Trak swept their swords from their foreheads at the same time. Pipa immediately went on the offensive, just as Trak thought he would. Pipa’s advantage was overcoming his opponent with energy.
Trak thought his match with Pipa let him use his forms easier than the difficulties with Bepiro’s strength. Pipa came at him with his sword twirling, but Trak just timed a slash to Pipa’s wrist on one of his revolutions. That brought the match to a halt as Trak withdrew a few steps while Pipa snatched up his sword.
He could nearly feel the anger that steamed off of Pipa’s face. He began a series of thrust advances that had Trak backing up as he flicked Pipa’s sword away each time. A form came to mind that was a flick and then a sliding thrust as Trak interpreted it and used it on Pipa. His sword tracked up Pipa’s arm that pointed slightly away from Trak’s body and then he poked Pipa in the side.
“Two touches is enough for today,” Gio said.
Pipa reluctantly withdrew.
“Bow to each other.”
Trak had no problem doing so and kept the smile that he felt within from his expression. Pipa gnashed his teeth as he bowed and stalked to a group of four of the boys.
Gio took Trak aside. “I’ve not seen you practice that form before.”
“Oh that.” Trak tried to casually cover up the mistake. He didn’t want to show all of his forms, but he hadn’t even thought to keep them from his sparring. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.
“I saw Pipa twirling at the start and thought I could do something with that tendency. It worked better than I expected.”
Gio squinted his eyes. “Good thinking.”
The next day, Gio had them work with staffs. Trak watched the others warm up and he used the basic forms that they used as well. The forms for staff that Neel had taught him were as numerous as those for the sword. Dalistro hadn’t sparred with him with a staff, so he could restrain his moves as much as he wanted and no one would notice.
Trak’s forms were rusty and he kept them rough, even as he forced his muscles to move smoothly through his exercises. He needed to think of binding his movements together like a snake moved, sinuous. That was a new word he purposely looked up in his dictionary. His fighting had to be sinuous, like a snake.
The next two weeks, Trak took much more punishment that he intended, but now his classmates would underestimate his abilities. He took a staff up to his rooms and worked on smoothing his forms in the evenings for both sword and staff.
~
Dalistro had changed his manners class to just before lunchtime and Sereni’s classes began to constantly run longer. Trak found himself unable to break away for any reasonable length of time to visit Honor.
He sat in the sitting room that Sereni used for their class.
“Today we will learn to dance.”
Dance! Trak thought. He only knew the country dances that he learned in Greenbrook.
Sereni clapped her hands and a woman entered holding a lute. “This is Darna, who will provide us with the tempo that we need.”
“Tempo?”
Sereni clapped her hands in time to some tune in her head and then began to dance by herself. “The tempo drives the dance steps. A faster tempo indicates a faster dance so what happens with a slower tempo?” She lifted her eyebrows at Trak.
“You dance slower.” He could figure that out not even knowing the word. Trak never liked Sereni playing with him.
“So, we hold hands and face the same direction.” She held out her hand and Trak took her hand and rose reluctantly to his feet.
“Follow my steps.” She stepped forward and then back and then crossed over to face him.
Trak recognized these as forms. He knew forms for weapons and poses for magic. Dance steps were no different and he knew he had an exceptional ability at learning new forms. Soon they were dancing to the accompaniment.
“You are marvelous,” Sereni said when they finished and rose on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.
Trak didn’t know if it left a mark, but he knew his face was flaming red. If that was her goal at every session, she certainly succeeded.
“Are we through?”
He had to make a concerted effort not to stagger out. Sereni’s kiss was a heady thing and not something to be encouraged. She knew what kind of effect she had on a young man such as himself. He thought of a predator when he thought of Sereni, but he couldn’t get the kiss out of his mind. Perhaps an impromptu session with Honor might cure him.
He ran over to her house and knocked on her door.
“Oh, out of school? I see a smudge of something on your cheek,” Honor said. She pulled out a handkerchief and rubbed it off, showing the lip rouge to Trak.
“A kiss as a reward for learning dance steps.” He waited for Honor to berate Sereni.
“Dancing? How wonderful. Become proficient, Trak. I imagine you were very good.”
That wasn’t the response he expected of the woman. “My kiss?”
“Ah, no, dancing is always good practice for poses. In fact, in a magician’s duel, the poses flow together, like your sword forms or like a dance.” She turned around and walked into her house. “Follow.”
Trak shook his head, totally bewildered by Honor’s comments, and did as she commanded after she led him into their workroom.
“Sit and copy. That is your priority, even if you can only get away for half an hour. You need your own book of the basic poses so, no matter what happens to me, you have the foundation that you need.”
“But what about the words of power?”
Honor’s face took on an even more pinched face. “After you’ve copied the poses.”
“Not before?”
She just glared at Trak.
“Okay. I’ll leave my portfolio here so I can come here as quickly as I can.”
That comment brought a ghost of a smile out of Honor. “Good. I have extra pages. Let’s get to work.”
~
“Bepiro and Pipa!” Gio called out two of his students. “You will fight Bluntwithe in a three cornered fight.”
Trak looked up from his warm-up forms. “Two?” The two fought with such different styles that Trak’s main concern was what kind of injuries he would sustain with the both of them fighting against him.
Gio stood in the center of the conservatory. The winter sun lit up the practice ground in white light, reflecting off of the snow that littered the grounds around the structure.
“In war, it is every man for himself, and if two team up against another, that is fair game. Two touches and you’re out. The last man wins,” Gio said as he raised his hands and dropped them. He quickly backpedaled out of range.
All three snapped their practice swords up to their foreheads, and then swept them to the side. Trak immediately backed up to make sure he could see both of his opponents. He looked at Bepiro and then at Pipa. To his surprise, Pipa began a withering attack against Bepiro. It was all the larger man could do but retreat, retreat, and retreat.
Trak could see that Pipa had immersed himself in the match as he touched Bepiro the first time and then twisted around to deliver a bone-breaking blow aimed at Bepiro’s neck or head right after Bepiro stumbled. Trak jumped to Bepiro’s defense and parried Pipa’s blow.
Pipa backhanded his sword at Trak, who had already withdrawn. Pipa followed and attempted the same strategy he had just successfully used against Bepiro. Trak didn’t move back, but slapped Pipa’s sword away with a parry and scored a point on him. Bepiro moved up behind Trak and poked his sword into Pipa’s stomach.
“Pipa, out.” Gio said.
Trak jumped back while Bepiro dropped his sword on purpose and bowed to Trak, who tapped him lightly on the arm.
“Bepiro, out. Bluntwithe wins.”
Pipa stalked out of the conservatory. Trak bowed to Bepiro, who nodded in acknowledgement.
Gio took to the center of the conservatory again. “We have just witnessed two instances of honor, Trak’s defense of Bepiro, and Bepiro’s recognition of that by yielding the match. It is touching that this happened, but if this was on the battlefield, what should have Trak done?”
Trak noticed that Gio used his given name for the first time.
One of the boys in the back said, “Trak should have run Pipa through rather than block his sword, and then attack Bepiro.”
“Exactly, Trak, do you understand?”
He nodded. “But this was a sparring match and Bepiro would have been injured. I lose my partner.”
Gio smiled. “That is as good a reason as any. Tomorrow we will get back to staff work.” Gio turned to Trak. “Since you won, you can rake the field.”
Bepiro stayed in the conservatory while Trak repaired the gouges in the dirt floor and rolled it smooth.
“I appreciate what you did,” Bepiro said. “I thought Pipa would break my neck. We’ve never been the best of friends. You and I haven’t either, so why did you do it?”
Trak didn’t quite know why he did himself, but he said the first thing that came to mind. “I remember when you crowned me and I thought I wouldn’t wish such a thing on anybody and you are not my enemy.”
“Not anymore,” Bepiro said. “We are off tomorrow. Perhaps we can stroll around the market in the afternoon and I will treat you to dinner.”
Trak smiled. “I’d like that.” His victory had not been in the duel, but right there when the first of Gio’s students extended a hand of friendship.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
THE MARKET IN THE ESTIA SECTOR OF ESPOZIA WAS VERY nice, but that only made Trak curious.
“What is it like in the Ozitzian side of the city?”
Bepiro shrugged. “It is where the lesser people live.”
“Lesser people?”
“Of course. Servants, common workers, lowlifes, those kind live over there.”
Trak scratched his head and wondered about Ozitza. “Do they have markets over there?”
His friend frowned. “I suppose they do.”
“Then let’s go over there and look around. I’ve been in Espozia for months and haven’t set foot over there.”
Bepiro laughed. “I grew up here and I’ve never crossed the river.” He looked at Trak appraisingly. “Perhaps it might be fun.”
They took one of the myriad of ferries that scuttled back and forth, dodging ships heading up river and down river and arrived at an old dock. Trak looked up and down along the river’s edge and noticed that most of the docks looked old. These were made out of wood, whereas stone docks lined the Estia side.
“Where is a good market to visit?” Trak asked the ferryman.
“The largest is just a few blocks to the east.”
Both of them paid a tip to the ferryman, who gave them a funny look, and then they plunged through the dockside buildings further into the heart of the Ozitzian side of Espozia.
They walked for blocks without finding a market. The houses on each side were only two stories high and made out of brick, but many of the streets were dirty with refuse. Houses varied in appearance. One or a few would sport freshly painted trim and the steps kept clean and then there might be some that were decrepit. As they walked, the nice houses ended and the streets narrowed. Trak was worried that neither of them carried any weapons.
The ferryman had purposely led them astray. Trak hoped that his directions were given in jest rather than malice. He stopped a woman scurrying along the lane.
“We were told the market was in this direction.”
She paused long enough to cackle. He looked more closely in the gloom. Her white hair stuck out like straw from beneath her hood. She pointed south. “That way, young man. I would hurry if I were you. This is not a kind district of Espozia. I must go.” She shook off his hand and shuffled on her way.
Bepiro shrugged. “What do we do?”
Trak’s companion was probably a couple of years older, but he yielded to Trak’s judgment. “Go south. If we don’t enter a better area, then we head east towards the river. The docks are sure to run this far.”
“They do!” Bepiro said as they continued their walk.
“It wouldn’t hurt to move a little faster.”
Bepiro nodded so the boys picked up their pace.
In the middle of the next block five men oozed out of a dark alleyway.
“Lost your way, gents?” the largest of the men said.
Trak heard the grind of a knife being unsheathed from a metal sheath.
“As a matter of fact, yes,” Trak said. He tried to keep the fear that froze him to where he stood out of his voice. He had heard of travelers being waylaid by robbers enough times in Greenbrook. When the travelers fought with the bandits the fights varied in results, but they never ended well for both parties. He backed up, moving Bepiro back along with him. “We just want to go to the market.”
The men laughed. “There’s no market this way.”
“A woman pointed us in this direction.”
“Indeed I did, deary,” the woman exited from the alley. “I think it would be wise for you to empty your pockets, by taking off all of your clothes and giving them to Amo, here.” She nodded in the leader’s direction.
Trak took a few breaths and pushed Bepiro farther away from him. “No.”
He used the same pose that had propelled Honor into a wall back in Pestledown and shouted out the word of power. He did it three times and all of the assailants, including the woman were on the ground, moaning.
“Run!” They moved forward for half a block and then ran east towards the river. Neither of them slowed up until they had reached the band of nicer houses and then they slowed down to a quick walk.
“Y-y-you used magic!” Bepiro said as soon as he retrieved enough breath.
Trak nodded. “That’s why Dalistro brought me to Santasia. Magic is outlawed in Pestle.”
“But you’re not a member of the Magicians Guild?”
“Dalistro mentioned that it was a club.”
Bepiro shook his head. “It’s a lot more than a club. You shouldn’t be allowed on the streets. Magicians are the property of the Magicians Guild and wear colored robes.”
“Then I must ask you to keep my ability secret. Can you do that?”
His friend nodded. “I will, indeed.”
Trak wondered if Dalistro could protect him from becoming a slave to the guild. Now he had to talk to Honor to verify what Bepiro had just told him. 
“How influential is Misson Dalistro?” Trak said. Why did his tutor flaunt the Magician’s Guild, then? Trak decided that Santasia all of a sudden had lost its entire glamor.
“His father is the Senior. That’s the highest member of the Council,” Bepiro said. “We are privileged to use his conservatory as a practice ground. At Gio’s school, we practice underneath a tent during the winter. I thought he took you in as his ward due to your prowess with a sword.”
Trak scoffed. “I’m not much better than any of you.”
“And we are all well on our way to be the best swordsmen in Santasia. A magician and a swordsman, I’m glad we have become friends.”
Trak smiled. “And so am I. We will keep this to ourselves, right?”
“Right,” Bepiro said as they began to pass through warehouses. “We are at the river. Instead of trying to find a place to eat on this side of the river, let’s cross. I do know my way about on the other.”
It didn’t take them long before they reached the Estia side of the city.
“The next time, maybe we will take someone who knows the Ozitzian part of the city,” Trak said.
“And carry swords,” Bepiro said. “At least I’ll carry a sword.”
Trak smiled and waved his hand as if he worked a practice form. “I will, too.”
Bepiro took Trak to a little tavern/restaurant. “My older brother introduced this place to me. It’s got good food and serves as an excellent place for a discreet dinner.” He grinned as he walked inside.
Trak followed him and bumped into Misson Dalistro escorting Sereni Barrazi out the door. Dalistro blushed, but Sereni merely winked at Trak.
“Enjoy your dinner,” Dalistro said brusquely as he virtually pushed the manners tutor out the door.
“Oho, your host is playing the high life,” Bepiro said. “This is not a place that you refer to when speaking with others.”
“Then why are you taking me here?”
Bepiro laughed. “Your education has been lacking. You can’t learn everything about life from Madame Barrazi.”
“You know her?”
Bepiro shrugged. “Who doesn’t? She is a courtesan of the elite and isn’t bashful about it.”
“A courtesan…”
“You didn’t know?” Bepiro laughed again. “You might know a spell or two, Trak, but she is well known for casting spells of her own all over Espozia. I’m sure that there are few places where Dalistro would be caught being intimate with Madame Barrazi.”
~
Dalistro showed up when Trak ate breakfast in the kitchen as he usually did.
“Last night—“
Trak waved Dalistro away. “I don’t know what you are talking about.” He smiled, thinking that his reply was sufficiently gallant.
Dalistro shook his head. “Bepiro is not what he seems. He likes men better than women and it is not good for you to be seen alone with him.”
Trak felt his face heat up. “I didn’t know.”
Dalistro shrugged. “We didn’t see each other did we?”
“No, we didn’t.” Trak put his face down and concentrated on finishing his plate. He knew two men in Greenbrook that lived together and they were like Bepiro. They were nice enough and everyone accepted them in his father’s common room as fellow drinkers. But everyone in Greenbrook would talk if he walked into their cottage by himself. He knew the two men well enough that he wouldn’t have to worry about anything untoward happening, but he understood exactly what Dalistro meant.
He sat by himself in the kitchen while the servants ate at another table and walked around him. He felt very alone and very stupid. He felt very small and very young, barely starting the education he needed.
~
Sereni batted her eyelashes at Trak as he entered the sitting room for his manners lesson.
“Since I saw you last night in an intimate place, I thought we might go over how one dines at a noble or high-ranking bureaucrats dinner table.”
Trak’s face burned. “Bepiro and I didn’t—“
She put her finger on his lips. The woman made him very uncomfortable. “Dalistro told me about your infatuation with a Warishian girl. I understand that was your first time out with Bepiro. He has a bit of a reputation, you know.”
Trak wanted to say the same thing about her, but he held his tongue. “Dalistro told me.”
She gave him a funny look and then kissed him on the mouth, putting her arms around him. Trak couldn’t help but kiss back. His mind became fuzzy until she disengaged.
“I don’t think I have to worry about Bepiro and you,” she said, patting him on his hip.
He had to clear his throat before he could get out, “You don’t.”
~
The next morning, Bepiro took Trak aside. “Do you want to go out to dinner tonight?”
Trak couldn’t help but stammer. “I don’t think so. Dalistro had a talk with me yesterday.”
“And you believe him?”
Trak looked Bepiro in the eyes. “Is he telling me the truth?”
Bepiro scowled and his eyes narrowed. That was enough for Trak, but he didn’t want to lose all of Bepiro’s friendship. “Look, we had some men who lived together in our village at home. We all were friends with them. I’d like to remain a friend with you, but nothing more. Understand?”
“You won’t ignore me?”
“Just friends, but no dinners in discreet places. No ‘just the two of us’, okay?”
Bepiro’s eyes softened. “That’s a lot better than I usually get. Sure, shake on it?”
Trak nodded and they shook hands. Bepiro left him in what appeared to be a reasonable mood. Trak didn’t know what Bepiro would do, but he hoped he wouldn’t expose him to the Magician’s Guild.
That night, Trak skipped dinner and hurried over to Honor’s house.
“Did the Magician’s Guild contact you when you were in Espozia before?”
She colored a bit. “I was careful then and I’m careful now.” 
She didn’t look convinced by her own words. A sliver of doubt entered Trak’s mind, her words could be taken a number of ways, and easily as an evasion. He paced in their workroom working his fingers together. “Do you trust Dalistro?”
She shook her head. “No, but if he wanted you or me put away, he could have easily told them.”
“So what is the difference between put in jail in Pestle or cloistered in Espozia like monks in a religious order?”
Honor laughed softly. “At least in Espozia, you would occasionally see the light of day. The magicians don’t have it so bad and they do get let out to perform assignments using their magic. There are just a few powerful magicians in Santasia and if they don’t run the Guild, they have all fled to live in seclusion, some even with the Toryans.”
“The forest people?”
“Yes. Oh, there aren’t any on the Pestle continent. They used to rule here until migrants took Cokasan over and renamed it for the three major countries that developed.  Before then, this continent was called Torya. The Toryans are magicians of an unusual sort. They still exist, but were pushed back into the mountainous forests that border Colcan, Kandanna and Santasia. I’ve never met a Toryan but maybe I will before all this is over.”
Trak sat again. “I must learn enough to escape if the guild captures me.”
“Then you will have to work harder. Get the poses copied and learned in your portfolio and then we go into words of power.”
“Why can’t you teach me more, so I can protect myself?”
Honor squinted at him. “You already know enough to do that. Why would you need protecting? Dalistro keeps you in his house.”
He felt he’d have to tell Honor some time, so he took a deep breath. “A friend,” Trak winced inside while he said it, “and I went over to the Ozitzian side and were attacked by robbers. Neither of us thought to arm ourselves, so I had to use magic to defend us. It was sort of dark.”
“They would know you were from this side and were young men, though,” Honor said. Her face looked like stone while she shook it slowly. “You used—“
“The first spell that I ever tried.”
Her face broke into a smile. “I’m sure you surprised them.”
“They never caught up to us.”
“In Espozia, to be struck by your power would utterly astound them. It’s a good thing you made it back safely, but who knows what might happen? A story in a tavern, words to a cleric, any number of ways and the Magicians’ Guild may hear of a young Estian magician. We don’t know who Dalistro has told.”
“All the more reason to get my poses written. I’ll get them done!” Trak vowed.
~
The Reception Room in the building housing the Santasian Council had been converted to a ballroom for the night. The ceiling rose to at least twenty-five feet high and massive tapestries of Santasian victories covered the walls. Trak looked across the room at the girls, no, young women, arrayed across the room. Gio had arranged a graduation of sorts for his students. They had all passed his fencing class, including Trak, and could now solicit positions in the guard or legally duel other certified swordsmen in the city of Espozia. Trak had learned quite a bit during the winter months and had learned to keep his abilities tamped down. Bruises and a few scars attested to his ability to absorb undeserved punishment. The scars had come when, at the end, they trained with real weapons that Gio provided.
Madam Barrazi sauntered up to him. “A graduation for the swordmaster’s class and your graduation from my class, although one never graduates, really.” She smiled. Trak drank in her perfume. She had never kissed him again, but he still felt attracted to her in a forbidden way. “I’ll find you a partner.”
She returned in a moment with a tall girl with dark red hair and pale skin. “May I introduce Yellisia Forma? Her father is a secretary to a Council member.” Trak nodded to her. “This is Trak Bluntwithe, ward of Misson Dalistro, who needs no introduction.” The girl gave Trak a deep curtsey and Trak bowed again a bit deeper.
“Well done, Trak. Now show her that a Pestlan can dance in Espozia.”
Trak took her hand and tried not to hold it too tightly. His palms were wet with perspiration. “I am sorry, this is my first formal dance, Miss Forma.”
“Call me Yellisia, while we dance.” She spoke with the conventional acceptance phrase for dancing partners. He countered with similar permission to call him Trak.
He turned his back to her and wiped his palms on his trousers before he again took her gloved hand. Perhaps he should have worn gloves. A few of his classmates did.
The music began and the dancing steps came to him immediately, just like military forms and magical poses.
“Oh,” Yellisia said, beaming at him. “You are a marvelous dancer.”
Trak forced a smile. “I know my steps,” he said as he twirled her around, just as Sereni had taught him to do. He could feel others eyes on him as he led his partner around the room. The music stopped and he properly led Yellisia to her friends.
Sereni slid up behind him and whispered in his ear. “Dance with all of them and you pass.”
He sighed and stood in front of the next girl. Yellisia stood at his side and introduced him to her friend. He took her out on the dance floor and danced again.
By the time the ball had ended, Trak’s feet hurt, but he already knew how to push himself through pain.
“One more dance and it’s mine,” Sereni said.
“This is the last?”
She nodded and gave him a very provocative smile. “It is.”
They walked out to the dance floor and waited for others to fill it up, and then the music began. This was a slow dance. Trak never liked it because it was too intimate.
Sereni clung to him as if her life depended on it, but Trak knew that wasn’t what she had in mind. They slithered around the dance floor until the music stopped.
Trak applauded along with the rest, but he clapped his hands because this was the final examination of his manners course. His magic tutoring would take on a new dimension as well, for tomorrow, he would finish his poses and start learning power words.
“Take me home,” Sereni said with her head close to his. She gave his ear the barest of a lick with her tongue.
He spied Dalistro looking at them. “Perhaps my tutor would enjoy the ride better than I.” Trak took her hand.
“Sir, Madame Barrazi has asked me to escort her home, but since I graduate from her course tonight, I understand that it would be unseemly for a sixteen-year-old to do so. Would you mind?” He put out her hand.
He looked at Sereni out of the corner of his eye and recognized a pout.
Dalistro’s smile broadened. “How gallant of you, Bluntwithe. I would do so as an honor to you and,” he bowed to Sereni, “and to you.”
The courtesan recovered well enough. “Very good, Trak, you certainly know enough to move through Espozian society. I wish you well.”
Trak bowed to them both and left the ballroom and decided to walk back in the early spring snow to Dalistro’s house by himself. He discounted Sereni’s compliment. Trak might know where it was appropriate to bow or not, but he’d never be accepted as an aristocrat. He never did develop a close relationship with any of Gio’s other students and that included, thankfully, Bepiro.
He still didn’t know what kind of payment Dalistro wanted for all of this training: for the tutors, for his clothes, for his rooms. It had to be coming soon.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
TRAK SPENT ALL MORNING LONG AT HONOR’S HOUSE. With the last of the poses now copied into Trak’s thick portfolio, he asked Honor if they could move on to the power words. He felt she had stalled long enough.
Honor took him by the shoulders and peered into his eyes. Her stern face didn’t show a trace of friendliness. “If you learn the words to energize the poses, your life may change. Your swordplay is exceptional for one of your age, but there are many excellent swordsmen who still dismiss you as a novelty—one of Dalistro’s creatures. Magic is different. You have great power and it will show, unless you learn to control it. Flash your capabilities around Espozia and you will end up as an involuntary member of the Magicians’ Guild.”
“I can control it.”
Honor’s eyes narrowed. “You haven’t shown me much control and you are not a novelty to me, Trak Bluntwithe. A sixteen year old boy with the emotions of a twelve year old girl.” Her eyes lost focus. “I’ve seen it before, I have, you know. All boys your age are the same. I must get more than a promise, I must get a commitment. The future of Pestle and even the lives of your beloved friends at Greenbrook may depend on hiding your true power.”
Trak had been smirking through her little speech, but her words erased his amusement. He thought of Bepiro’s arrogance and of his strength. He knew he could beat him. A more experienced wizard would defeat him more easily than Dalistro had so many times.
Trak wiped the smile off of his face. “I understand. It’s like a duel. You don’t show your capabilities to your opponent unless you have to.”
Honor nodded. “And if you do, prematurely, you will surely die.”
“I will surely die,” he said purposely repeating Honor’s words. “But Valanna knew that I’m powerful.”
His magic tutor smiled a bit more genuinely. “What you did in my studio is nothing compared to your potential. Rough magic, that’s what it was, and barely controlled. All it shows is potential. You must meet your potential and become an adept.”
“I already have memorized all of the poses that I copied into the book.”
“Those are merely like the practice forms you use. Just because you are good with your forms, does that mean you will win a duel?”
“No. You have to…” Trak smiled, but without a smirk as realization blossomed in his mind. “It’s more than poses, it’s how you use them and in what combinations.”
“An intelligent observation! Will wonders never cease?” she said, returning to her severe expression. “I need a commitment.”
Trak walked around the room, empty except for a table and two chairs. “I commit. I worry about Neel and Esmera and my father, each and every day.” He had, unfortunately, long since stopped worrying about Valanna, although he still thought of her.
“Keep them in your mind. Shake my hand and swear on your mother’s memory that you will conduct yourself as I instruct.”
Trak blinked and recoiled at the seriousness of the vow, but he extended his hand. “I will learn how to control the words of power and will not show the limits of my power unless my life or the life of my friends are in imminent danger. I make this commitment on Galinda Youngblood’s memory. May my mother rest in the arms of her already departed family.”
Honor wiped away an unbidden tear and put her hands on his shoulders again. “That was well done, Trak. You have grown up rather well in the last few seasons.”
Trak’s eyes watered a bit and nodded. “I won’t let you down,” he said coarsely and he meant it.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
ON A RUDE THRONE MADE OUT OF THE WOOD of the desert olive, Marom Ferez sat elevated on a platform of eleven steps signifying the eleven major tribes of the Warish. Nothing else in the large open court matched the crudeness of the throne and Marom had made it intentionally so.
Only twenty souls stood in front of their king, but they ruled the country of Warish from the great city of Balbaam and would rule the soon-to-be Warishian Empire.
“Ahem,” Marom said. “My cousin, are we close in Pestle?”
“Another year, perhaps. The populace is nearly prepared to accept a new ruler. Warish is perceived as soft and benign as we intended. Now we move into our final phase, the shaming of the Pestlan king.”
No one ever said the King of Pestle’s name in Marom’s court. Marom and his father’s twenty-year efforts were about to bear fruit. Another year and Nez would celebrate his twentieth birthday, the minimum age to become a tribal leader in Warish. With a strong aide, Nez might make a serviceable king in Pestle. He was young, handsome and had a royal bearing. He frowned as he thought of his son’s many shortcomings. He threw his doubts aside for now. 
“What do we have to worry about?”
Lucaz Ferez, an older nephew, took a step towards the throne and genuflected by placing the five fingers of his right hand, closed together in the center of his forehead and twisting his hand opening it to show it palm forward to the King.
“The Santasians continue to send their spies into Pestle. Misson Dalistro has not yet returned. He took the boy that we had identified with strong magician potential to Espozia.”
“And?”
“The Santasians are adept at identifying our spies. We only know that the boy magician remains in Dalistro’s custody.”
“Their Magicians Guild has not claimed the boy?”
Lucas shook his head. “Not to our knowledge.”
Marom stroked his long chin beard and looked out the opening over the rooftops of his city and into the arid lands. “Asem, find a way to notify them of his existence. Dalistro has undoubtedly kept the boy’s identity a secret. What easier way to thwart his plans than to take the boy out of his control.”
Asem genuflected to his older cousin. “A wise suggestion, Your Highness. I have already taken steps to do so and will be leaving tomorrow to make sure he is out of the picture.”
The king’s face broke out into a grin. “You anticipate my every wish.”
“I live to serve,” He bowed and then all of them bowed as the king descended from his throne and walked through them out of the room.
~
Nez took a deep breath after his father had walked past him without acknowledgement. He looked meaningfully at Asem and waited a moment to follow others out of the room. Asem stood at his side as they looked at the city from an open gallery that led to the tower that Nez lived in.
“You are not doing what we talked about some days ago?” Nez said.
Asem bowed his head and genuflected. “Sometimes violent means, leaves alarm and a trail. I recently learned of the Magicians’ Guild. Your father spent two years in Espozia learning their vile language and knew that the guild makes virtual prisoners of the country’s magicians. It is easier to set the boy aside and make him impotent. And it’s safer for you, Prince Nez.”
“And for you, should you fail. Has the Almond girl returned?”
Asem bowed his head in assent. “I had her returned to Balbaam and I have had her waiting for an audience. Do you wish to see her?”
Nez lifted his chin. “Why else would I ask if she had returned? Arrange a dinner in my quarters for tonight.”
“Do you think it wise to dine alone with her, even though she has pledged her loyalty to your father?”
Nez snapped his fingers. “Then I will not be alone.” He put his hand to his head as if in thought, but merely wished to have Asem wait on his words. “Bachalian and Merchez with female companions. I haven’t seen them this week. I believe they are still in the city.”
“I will find them immediately. I think I know what brothels they frequent when here.” Asem took a few steps back and genuflected before turning his back on Nez, who had already begun walking in the opposite direction to his quarters, happily thinking of an evening of conquest and debauchery
~
Asem twisted around and watched Nez stalk off to his little tower. He ground his teeth in frustration. Why did Marom burden him with that brat? Nez was taller, stronger and better looking that his father, but he lacked the intelligence and foresight that Marom and his father before him had.
He walked through the castle, never comfortable when confined by such incompetence, and continued to lament Nez’s lack of everything that meant anything to a Ferezanan, a member of Marom’s tribe. His lack of subtlety and good sense often made Asem want to strangle him. He couldn’t think of a worse fate than to nursemaid the objectionable prince in Pestle, when his father would put him in charge of the country when they took it over.
Marom’s father had spent enough Ferezanan blood in attaining dominance over the other ten chiefs of the Warish. Asem’s thoughts turned to his latest quest. Finding Bachalian and Merchez, the favorite drinking companions of Nez, would, hopefully be short and not excessively embarrassing. He had caught the delay in Nez’s order. Could the boy be any more infantile? He would deflower the girl without a thought. Even though she still might be of use to the king, Nez would make an enemy of her.
Nez stupidly contacted Podor Feely directly about capturing the boy and ruined Asem’s careful placement of Valanna Almond with Honor Fidelia and the boy. Her presence at the woman’s studio not only brought him information about the boy, but also helped train Valanna in the art of magic. Then Nez’s meddling turned his efforts to ruin. The Almond girl, not trained to be a spy, but just an observer, couldn’t deal with it all. It was a good thing that he had another visiting agent in Pestledown to spirit the girl away. 
He walked into the hot sun that beat down on the stone pavement of Balbaam. Water sat in troughs for horses and in fountains. The treasure of water in the Arid Lands was free in Balbaam and all along the great banks of the Pusuun River that gave life to a third of Warish. The people along that strip were soft and pliable, no match for the aggressive tribesman of the Arid Lands.
The two round red globes that hung above an ornately carved door stopped Asem. He expected to find Nez’s friends enjoying the paid company of women inside. If Nez weren’t bound to the castle, he would be in there joining them.
He pushed the door open and stepped into the coolness of a court misted with water to make it cool in the year-around heat of Balbaam. Plants littered the pavement in large colored pots, making the place lush with plants and difficult to see others relaxing in the misty coolness.
Asem shunned such activity. He preferred strolling in the sands and bending over to play with his children. Unfortunately, his first wife had kept his children well away from their father. She remained far from Balbaam, encouraging them to live the honorable tribal life his family had experienced for generations upon generations. A pity his second wife could not bear children.
An older woman, swathed in bright colored gauzy silks that, thankfully, hid anything of interest, confronted him. “The mighty Prince Asem has finally deigned to join our humble group in fun and frolic and fine wine?”
“You wish, woman. Do not call me Prince. That is reserved for Marom’s line.” Asem knew that wasn’t the case, actually, but he didn’t thrive on being called prince like Nez.
She looked a little confused and that didn’t bother Asem at all. “I look for Prince Nez’s companions, Bachalian and Merchez. I will pay to remove them from your profit stream.” The woman would lie in order to keep draining the two’s pockets for as long as possible if he didn’t offer some compensation.
“A gold diam each?” she offered
Asem had no desire to bargain and pulled out his pouch and paid the ransom.
She cleared her throat as she thrust the coins into her bosom. “Follow me. I believe they are enjoying midday together.”
But certainly not alone, Asem thought. He had retrieved the pair often enough. Pitiful wastrels. Had they been true tribal Warishians, their clans would have thrust them out of their tents long ago.
His escort opened a curtain to a skylit court, much smaller than the central courtyard, bordered with fabric hangings. In the middle, lay two skinny men and four women, all snoring away, all naked.
Asem felt like spitting on the ground and cursing it where he stood. These boys had no sense of honor or decorum. The thought made him stand straighter. He wondered what privileges Nez would shower on them once he sat upon the Pestlan throne. He shivered at the repugnant thought and kicked the bare buttocks of the two young men.
“Up, up. You must make yourselves presentable for an audience with your friend, Prince Nez. You may choose a presentable female companion to accompany you,” Asem said three times to the groggy boys. “Preferably not any of the ones arrayed unceremoniously about you.”
Asem stood there and glared at the older woman, who shooed her girls away. Asem couldn’t help but let his eyes stray, but castigated himself for such weakness. He had two wives and they were sufficient for him.
He picked out their clothes mixed in with more feminine things that littered the little court. “Quickly now. Baths and fresh clothes, then sober yourselves up. Nez will certainly have you drinking again, but you must approach him with relatively clear heads.”
Asem would have just as soon used his sword on these whelps, but his own sense of honor wouldn’t have permitted it. Instead he liberally applied his boot and open hand to physically urge the boys on. Finally he left the brothel, feeling dirty and demeaned. He looked forward to a late afternoon soaking in the castle baths.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
TRAK COULDN’T KEEP THE SMILE FROM HIS FACE. Words of power. Now he’d know more than just a handful of words. He really only knew three, counting the word that activated the pose he used to chase away the shark on his night swim into Pestledown months ago.
“You must memorize the words of power. It is the tradition of magic.” Honor said it in a strange way.
“Tradition?” Trak said.
Honor colored a bit and Trak could see a flash of uncertainty in her eyes. “I am Colcanan. Colcan tradition.”
Trak knew a bit of the country of Colcan from Dalistro. They were a fiercely independent people. Now he could see why Honor always acted so severely.
“I understand, I really do,” Trak said.
She gave him the ghost of a smile. “I suppose Dalistro mentioned my country in your tutoring.”
“Briefly, but enough to get a flavor of the place.”
Honor shrugged. “Memorization is key.”
“Then let’s get started. Can I put a code or something on each page?”
She narrowed her eyes. “If it is sufficiently obtuse.”
Trak brightened. “A word I know.”
“You should know lots of new words by now.”
“Pestlan words and Santasian words. I never thought I could stuff so much knowledge in my head.”
“What about sums and numbers?”
Trak shook his head. “Dalistro is giving me two weeks off before my next set of tutors. Literature, Santasian, and Numbers. His history lessons are starting to turn even more political. He did tell me that he might have to leave for three or four months.”
“Back to Pestle?”
“I asked, but he wouldn’t tell me. I would imagine more political games for Santasia.”
“No political system is perfect, you know,” Honor said.
“That’s because people aren’t perfect. Dalistro didn’t have to teach me that. He’s talked to me about golden ages, but do you know what spoils every golden age of politics?”
“People,” Honor said drily.
Trak nodded. “Exactly, now memorization.”
During the session, Honor made sure that Trak knew the pose and the word of power. Trak figured out a little code to use to remember the word. He put a tiny number in a specific part of the pose that corresponded to the letter in the Pestlan alphabet. At least he would know how the proper word started. Honor agreed that was subtle enough for her as long as he added a few numbers in other places of the pose to distract anyone nosey enough to look through his portfolio.
“You’ve done well,” Honor said. “That’s enough for today. Remember, if you practice, make sure no one is near and that you only whisper the words of power without any focus.”
“I will,” Trak said, when he left her that afternoon for dinner, and promised to practice his poses and power words that evening.
~
Dalistro ate his evening meal at his father’s rooms in the palace. The Senior Dalistro hadn’t slept in his own house for years.
“Tell me,” Garono Dalistro said, “of this Pestlan boy you have taken under your wing.”
Misson nodded. “Trak Bluntwithe? I actually learned of him from a fellow spy. He comes from the joining together of family lines of powerful magicians.”
“In Pestle?”
“In hiding. His mother’s brother died and left him a legacy for an education. The boy was mostly illiterate when I first met him. He’s very bright, but grew up as a stable boy in a rural village.”
“And he quickly developed the talent to graduate with Arman Gio’s latest class?”
“At the top, in my opinion. He might have been illiterate as far as language, but I’m convinced he knew many practice forms before he ever left his father’s inn.”
“Why do you say that?” Garono took a sip of wine and coughed.
“I gave him lessons until I convinced Gio to use our conservatory. Trak comes up with new sequences from time to time and then doesn’t use them again.”
“That is a smart boy.”
“Once he established his prowess, he let the others catch up to him. There is a good head on him, for only being sixteen.”
Garono put his napkin down on the table. “Sixteen? Arman doesn’t teach any boy younger than eighteen!”
Misson nodded and smiled. “I know. I had to prepare him for the class.”
“So what other things have you been wasting the family’s money on with this Bluntwithe youth?”
“Lessons,” Misson waved his hand in the air, “an education. I stole him from the tutoring he had been given in Pestledown and am educating him here. In Espozia, I can keep my eye on him.
“And why do you want your eye on the boy?”
“Magic. Most magicians have just enough power to do little more than tricks. I also brought a Colcanan woman to teach him how to pose.”
Garono pointed a fork at Misson. “Now there is a land where magicians know how to practice. Without their magicians, they would be speaking proper Santasian long ago. Make sure the Magicians Guild doesn’t seize him or his teacher. I don’t want to spend the capital to get him out of their grasp.”
Misson nodded, “Indeed. To keep him from wanting to return to Pestledown, I have made sure his training has not gone too quickly by loading him up with other tutors.”
“Madame Barrazi?”
Misson grinned. “Why father, you’ve been keeping track of me.”
He waved away his son’s words. “I already knew much of what you’ve said. But I like to hear the truth from your own mouth. I have to keep you on your toes, you know. I have another mission for you.”
“I suspected my time in Espozia would end with the spring.”
“The Warishians have just about completed their campaign in Pestle. I want you to go back there and find a useful resistance organization we can use.”
“I didn’t think Santasia had any interest in Pestle, however, I have just come across some information that might make that task a bit easier.”
Garono frowned and made a face. “I don’t have an interest in an active presence in the country.” He waved his knife at his son. “Remember that both the Council and I don’t. It’s too far away to govern. I wish the Warish King felt the same since it would make our lives easier.”
“King Marom? I remember him when I was young.”
“Somewhat older than your Bluntwithe protégé when he spent a few years poking about Espozia and the countryside. He knows more about us than we do about the Warishians. See if you can make a connection to the Warishians through a friendly spy in Pestle. Do it without bloodshed, understand, my son? There may be a time when we will need to have a serious talk, Warish and Santasia.”
Misson grinned. “I understand completely, Father. Our neutrality is about to end? Perhaps I can speak with Podor Feeley.”
“Perhaps you might find one with more integrity.”
“Spies? Integrity?” Misson assumed a look of mock horror.
“A hopeless task, my spy for a son, I know.”
~
Trak ate in the kitchen, as usual, when Dalistro was elsewhere. As he went to his room, a servant gave him an envelope. He examined it as he unlocked the door to his rooms. The thick brown paper had been well traveled. The seal appeared to be intact. Trak had heard enough about seals from Neel in the good old days talking about marginally legal activities in his father’s inn. He sat down on the settee and slid his finger underneath the flap. Due to the inebriation of his father’s good friends, Trak never quite knew what was fact and what was not.
 
Dear Trak,
 
I have finally discovered that you left on the same ship as Misson Dalistro, headed for Santasia, so I have sent this letter to his house in Espozia. I assume that Honor Fidelia went with you. From what I know, Misson Dalistro is a reasonable man, so I assume you’ve been treated well.
I hope that he has continued with your lessons and that you can read this letter without an interpreter. It doesn’t matter. Your father and his best friend are doing well. Coffun sends his regards and wishes that he continued to monitor your education.
Valanna Sleekbottle, not her real last name, which is Almond by the way, has returned to Warish as best as I can tell. I found that there was a middling magician of that name in Pestledown, so that’s probably her real name. I’m a bit sorry about her disappearance since I knew you were interested in her well-being. I don’t think she really was that interested in yours, there’s the truth.
The Warish campaign to subvert our country continues unabated. The rural parts of Pestle aren’t that bothered, but there is talk of revolt in Pestledown and some of the other cities, even Herring’s Bone, of all places. I’d like you to know that there are those who might set up a counter to a revolution. When you return to Pestledown, be careful whom you meet and what you say. You might be in greater demand in Pestle than you wish.
You have friends in your father, Esmera and Coffun, perhaps Snively, Beanmouth’s senior clerk. I hope to see you again, soon.
 
With all of my best wishes,
 
Neel Cardswallow
 
 
Trak laid the letter down on the settee. He thought that Neel wrote the letter understanding that it would be read by Dalistro or other people. He couldn’t see anything offensive about it. Dalistro probably knew of his friends, except for Snively, and Trak still had a hard time thinking of him as an ally.
Maybe Neel mentioned their names in case Dalistro wanted to contact them. Trak suspected that a counter-revolution was what Neel had been working on, but from what Neel and Dalistro had said, the Warish were waging a very mild, but long-term campaign.
He wondered what he should do about the letter. Perhaps it would help for Dalistro to read it. He would discreetly leave the message out for others to see in case his tutor hadn’t already taken a peek.
Seeing Neel’s name at the bottom made him homesick. He had actually enjoyed his education in Santasia. He knew more than he thought he would after a bit less than a year of instruction, but there was so much more that he needed to know. Trak had to admit, he didn’t miss tending to horses and his father’s little farm, back then life was a lot less complicated. He’d make Neel and Able proud when he returned.
It was time for him to practice. He had purposely left his portfolio at Honor’s house so he wouldn’t use it as a crutch. He closed the curtains to his rooms and locked the door, before he disrobed and put on more comfortable clothes.
The poses would move water, air, fire and encourage a plant to grow, among other things. Trak stood in front of a potted plant and assumed the pose of growth. He spoke the word and didn’t concentrate very much. Nothing much happened. He decided he would concentrate a bit more, but not say the word of power any louder.
The plant grew a few leaves in front of Trak’s eyes. That brought a smile to his lips. Then he went through all twenty-five of the poses and power words he had worked on with Honor. He experimented with speaking the words and the force he had in his mind and realized that the words were more than just for focus since he couldn’t strike a pose and make a spell work without at least whispering the words.
He would speak to Honor about that. Perhaps there was a physical triggering with the word accentuated by the force of will. He looked at the clock on the wall, surprised it was so late. Just the thought of the time made him yawn.
Trak decided he would push himself and go through all sixty-seven of the basic poses before he went to bed. He treated them just like practice forms and the effort made him sweat. He laughed to himself as he realized he could use the routine for exercising.
He went over the poses and the power words in his mind as he went to sleep.
~
Dalistro personally woke him up the next morning. “Get dressed for weapons training and eat your breakfast. I’ll be waiting for you in the conservatory.”
Trak hurried through his morning meal, wondering what Dalistro had in mind. He arrived, still breathless from hustling to the room.
“I am leaving sooner than later. I want to know how well you can defend yourself with staff and sword. I’ve watched you spar with Gio’s students, but I desire a feel for your true competence. I warn you, don’t hold back with me.”
Trak nodded. Dalistro tossed him a sword. Trak felt the weight of a steel sword in his hand. He withdrew the blade and looked it over. He had used the same style sword in his sparring with the students, but this one did not have blunted edges.
“I might cut you, sir.” Trak said.
Dalistro laughed. “And I am sure to cut you. Be prepared. We will spar until first blood.”
“Like a real duel.”
The smile on his tutor’s face faded away. “I will not be here to defend you in any way. If some fool wants to challenge you to a duel, you must fight. I suggest doing everything in your power not to kill your opponent, for I cannot help you from across the sea.”
“Back to Pestle?”
Dalistro only nodded. So, he had read the letter! Trak wanted to ask him to take a message to Esmera, but he bit his lip and would restrain himself.
Both of them began to practice with the blades. Trak used the abbreviated version of his forms that he often used in his class, but he would expand his fighting style. He had known that Dalistro had spent a number of classes observing him.
“Ready?” Dalistro said. He lifted his sword to his forehead. Trak did the same and they swept their blades away.
Trak scratched the ground with his feet and put up his guard where he usually did with his blade held low and across his body. He fought off thinking of anything but reacting to Dalistro’s attack, but his tutor did not attack. For a moment both of them looked at each other. Trak could wait just as long as Dalistro did.
“Come at me, boy.” Dalistro said through clenched teeth.
There was no reason for them to stare at each other, thought Trak, so he feinted and stepped back. Dalistro ground his teeth and advanced, but his movement was too fluid for a feint. He jerked his sword and then moved it forward again. The move didn’t fool Trak, but he had never seen it before from Dalistro or from Gio or his students.
He smiled. This was the kind of a match where he would have to use all he knew. Trak realized that he was okay with that. He twisted away from Dalistro’s slash and assumed a different defensive pose where his blade pointed straight at Dalistro. He’d never used it before.
That brought a grin to his tutor. “Finally, you shed your conservative moves. Your timing couldn’t be better.” Dalistro grit his teeth for another slash, but this time, rather than evade the blow, Trak moved into it and ducked beneath his own blade that parried Dalistro’s blade and thrust, nearly reaching Dalistro’s stomach.
His tutor thrust his backside back, evading Trak’s thrust and took a few steps back. “You nearly had me.”
Trak didn’t tell Dalistro that he had pulled his thrust, but he stepped back himself. If he had tried those moves on the ship when they first came to Santasia, Trak would have been sliced in two. Only through Gio’s conditioning regime did Trak have a chance against his tutor. He still sensed that Dalistro held back as well.
“Now we have taken measure, eh?” Dalistro said in Santasian.
“I’m not sure we have,” Trak said, breathing though his mouth, responding in the same language.
His tutor laughed. “Good for you.” He attacked with a flurry of slashes and thrusts that forced Trak back until he could turn Dalistro’s blade just enough to jump away from him. His tutor’s full speed astounded him.
Both of them paused for a moment, catching their breaths. “In a duel, there would be no respite. You know that?”
Trak nodded. Gio had them fight through their fatigue more than a few times. Trak threw out an overhead slash similar to the first one Dalistro had tried, but kept at it until Dalistro swept his blade towards Trak’s chest. It was the move Trak waited for when he put out his hand and held Dalistro’s wrist while he nicked Dalistro’s shoulder and moved into his guard.
“I believe that is first blood.”
Trak finally felt Dalistro relax. “It is.” He dropped his sword and bowed to Trak. “I can see what I did. I’ll have to remember that.”
Trak had no doubt that Dalistro would never use that particular move against him again, but he said nothing. “A fair fight?”
Dalistro smiled and narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps Gio taught you too well.”
“Perhaps he did. I am thankful to you for the opportunity. Without the training, I would have been defeated in seconds.”
His tutor nodded. “You would and you were, as I recall. Did you pull that thrust to my abdomen?”
Trak saw no reason to dissemble. “I did. It was too dangerous to do anything else. You might have been too injured to leave on your trip.”
Dalistro put his hand to his torn shirt and pulled back his hand, seeing a bit of blood. “You did a good enough job on my shoulder. That will be just enough to require a few stitches as a reminder of our match.”
Trak wondered how many reminders Dalistro carried on his body. He expected that if he had many duels, that he too would not escape an injury. “Did I pass?”
“Was this a test?” Dalistro said.
“It was.”
Dalistro laughed. “It was indeed. Remember me while I am gone with fond memories. You have exhausted me, so I will not be testing you with a staff. I shall return!” He saluted Trak with his bloody hand and left Trak to clean up the floor.
~
“So, he just left?”
Trak nodded to Honor. She had invited him to eat dinner in her house while he was gone. “I’m pretty sure he is on his way to Pestledown.”
“That just gives us more time, then.”
“Not quite,” Trak said. “He left a list of assignments and three tutors. We will have a bit more time, but my education persists.”
“But you need to practice all of the poses,” Honor said.
Trak shook his head while he was chewing some food and Sereni Barrazi had drilled into him that it was forbidden to speak with a full mouth. “I already know them by heart. I just need to learn the words.”
“Then learn them and we will make our own way back to Pestle.”
Trak ground his teeth and then took another bite. “I’ve been trying to get you to teach them to me since we arrived. We could have left sooner.”
“You haven’t been ready until now. Your tutoring needed to be more complete, and now it is sufficient.” She put her chin up. “Poses, first.”
“I know my poses.”
“Yes, that’s why I’m teaching you the words.”
Trak smiled. They were both frustrated with each other, but after dinner, Trak would learn more words.
Later, in their workroom, Trak made the final notations on his portfolio. “Now, I’m up to thirty. I never imagined that those poses would create magical effects like that. Closing wounds, shattering glass, tearing down trees.” He shook his head.
“It is true that there are thirty-seven more words to learn, but you know more than enough for any situation. Practice is the key. After you’ve mastered the sixty-seven poses and words, then we will talk about combinations.”
Trak’s jaw dropped. “There is more?”
Honor shook her head. “Of course, there is more. Magic has been studied for centuries, although most governments find some way of restricting its use. They kill the powerful magicians or eventually burn all of the books with poses and power words. Only in Colcan, is it taught openly and freely, but not even then as fully as I teach you now and they have also been known to kill and banish exceptionally powerful magicians in the past. Most magicians are unable to make as many as ten poses work.”
“Even if they know them all?”
Honor nodded. “Valanna might not have the power to do more than three or four.”
“But she did have power.” Trak wondered about what purpose she served. He had just about finished inscribing the number code on one of the last poses for the night.
“Enough to expose me for being a magician.”
“How many poses do you think I’ll be able to make work?”
Getting up, Honor went to the window and turned around. “All of them. Even among my people few can get them all to work. Pestle had always been the land with the strongest magicians, but they have all been killed or in hiding somewhere in the world.”
“And my grandfather had to spoil it all.” Trak yawned. He was just about done, but their conversation interested him.
Honor put her hands on the sill. “Perhaps he didn’t and it was staged by the Warishians.”
“Neel would know that.”
“Where do you think I got that idea? The real threat to your enemy to the south would be powerful magicians. In Warish and even here in Santasia, the magicians are weak compared to you.”
“We should be careful,” Trak said, putting another code on a pose. Only one more to do.
Honor put her hands on her hips. “I’ve already told you that more than enough times.”
“I’m sorry I’m tired.” He finished his last code. “Maybe we should hide our books in case something happens.”
Honor gently slapped his head. “Silly boy, of course I hide them.”
“But if something happens to you?”
“Follow me,” she said taking her own book and pointing to his. She walked to the front door and lifted the entry rug. “See this stone? Use this pose and a whispered word.” Trak recognized it as the pose for telekinesis. Her pointed finger raised a large stone up. It stayed there until they sequestered their books. Trak cleared his mind and burned the word into his memory.
“How do you lower the stone?”
“It’s something not in the poses but a word of power that will pull the power out of most any spell. ‘Worry’. No pose is necessary, try it.”
Trak pointed to the stone. “Worry!” he said while he pointed at the stone. It slowly lowered. Trak thought it was like an exhale. “Worry,” he said to himself. “That works on any spell?”
“Most,” Honor said shrugging her shoulders. 
“Do magicians use it to defuse spells when they duel?”
She pinched his ear. “You’ve got duels on the mind, but yes, it would work. Remember, it doesn’t reverse the spell, it weakens the effect, that’s quite a different thing. Nothing that I know of reverses a spell, but now you know there are spells that have opposite effects. Tomorrow, you will learn how to properly invoke the shield poses.”
“Good,” he said. He shook his head. “I am tired.”
“Then, good night.” Honor replaced the rug and opened the door.
Trak made his way back home, blinking and yawning the entire distance. The night was cool, but without a wind to drive in the cold, he thought it did a good job of keeping him awake. He fell on his bed, fully clothed and instantly fell asleep.
~
Two days later, Trak stood in his rooms, getting ready to practice the water shield spell among others, since the spring rains had started in Espozia. They both had decided that his portfolio should stay at Honor’s house. He heard yelling and furniture being thrown. He ran out of his rooms and found himself surrounded by men and women dressed in the yellow robes of the Magicians Guild.
Dalistro had gone and Trak should have locked his door. That might not have done any good, looking at the furniture in disarray. These magicians at least knew how to throw things. His heart sunk and he hoped that Honor would have the sense to get away. His tutor had hoped that Trak’s capabilities would never be discovered, but now that was a false hope.
“Trak Bluntwithe of Pestle?”
“Yes, that’s me.”
“By decree of the Council of Magicians, I lay my hands upon you as a rogue magician and impress you into our most eminent Magicians Guild.”
Trak wondered how many times these people had said the same words when they abducted magicians. Trak looked for an opening to run through, but then two of them struck poses and, before Trak could assume the recently learned spell shield pose, they froze him so he couldn’t move.
“Let me go!” he said mumbling through lips that refused to move. His body was stiff as they lifted him up and carried him to a wagon and carted him away. They passed Honor’s house, but he didn’t see any sign of the yellow robes there.
He had no one to help him. Trak was well and truly trapped.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
VALANNA LOOKED AT HERSELF IN THE MIRROR. The garments that she wore made her more than a little uncomfortable. These weren’t desert clothes, but likely from a brothel of some sort. Everything was filmy and she couldn’t cover up everything that needed covering, besides the evening air was too cool for such an outfit.
“I can see the look on your face,” the maid said. “Bear in mind you go to dinner with a prince of the Warish, son of our esteemed king, Marom Ferez.”
“These are garments better worn by a streetwalker,” she said.
The maid shrugged and pulled a more complete undergarment of blue silk. “Then put this on underneath. Prince Nez will have them all off of you when he chooses. I just wish I were you.” She smiled wistfully. Valanna would have liked to throttle her. The older woman disgusted Valanna. What was she thinking when she agreed to meet with the Prince? Valanna frowned, because she knew she didn’t have a choice. “You may go.”
The woman sneered at Valanna. If a maid felt confident enough to make such a face, what was her purpose? A plaything? She shuddered as she remembered Podor giving her to Timor Saddlebug for an hour or two and that had turned into a disgusting trap for Trak Bluntwithe. She had felt utterly helpless. Fear had drained her of any ability to use magic to fend off Podor or Timor until Trak had come to the rescue. Who would rescue her here, in the castle of the Warishian king? She remembered the concern in Trak’s eyes and wish that he was here to protect her now. But realistically, Trak had none of the skills to fight a prince of the Ferezanan. They were all superb swordsmen. She wished Trak had been three or four years older… She shook her head. That was a long-lost dream and what she faced tonight was a dreadful, dreadful nightmare.
She began to weep. Perhaps she could kill herself and lifted the small knife from the plate that held the remains of her midday meal. It hovered above her wrist. The knife shook in her hand, but then she threw it across the room and collapsed in a sobbing heap.
Life had more meaning than her dignity! How weak she was! Valanna couldn’t think of herself as more pitiable. She was no better than a slave. Why had her uncle, as disreputable as he was, died when she needed his protection the most?
The dress came off and the undershift replaced it. Even that little bit of visual protection made her feel better. She slipped the dress back on and stood back, looking at her tearstained, swollen face in the mirror. Better. At least she would start out with the barest shred of her questionable dignity.
“You are a beautiful girl,” a voice said from behind a curtain. She recognized the voice, Asem Ferez. He walked out and lightly touched the fabric of the dress. “I am sorry for your predicament.”
“Sorry? You were the one who introduced me to Prince Nez and took me to Podor Feely. I suppose I returned at your orders.”
Asem shrugged. He really did look sincerely sorry, but then, the desert people were such good actors. “The Prince’s idea, little one. He commands, I obey.”
She looked at Asem in the mirror. What did it matter? She felt her lip move into a pout and saw it in the mirror. Valanna immediately pursed her lips. Pouting worked with her uncle, but it did not go far among the desert people. She had learned that early during her childhood in Balbaam.
“You think and correct. I like that,” Asem said.
Was he flirting? His face didn’t look like it. “So what can I do, now that you are sorry?”
His face twisted in thought. “You know that I am a magician—“
“Of sorts, you told me once,” she said.
Asem nodded. “Of sorts, I agree. I have little power, although I keep it unknown. I only tell you because I will be using a certain spell tonight. The prince usually has me serve him. It makes him feel better if he can order around an older man—“
“But you are the king’s cousin!”
He laughed mirthlessly. “The king has a forty-two cousins, it is part of being Ferezanan. Nez is his father’s oldest son.”
Valanna understood that much anyway. “What do you have in mind?”
He waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing much, a sleeping spell, simple and administered at an appropriate time.”
“Why do you do this for me?”
Another laugh, filled with sorrow. “Why not? You are young, pretty and certainly deserve better, unless you like being used as a—.”
Valanna’s mouth dropped down with horror. “Of course not!”
“What did you think of the Bluntwithe boy?”
“He was much nicer than the prince, but a little younger than me.”
“Does that make a difference?”
Valanna felt a thread of indignation. “It does when you are my age. But he saved me from Saddlebug and made Podor pay, a bit, for his actions. He is shy, but more competent than he believes himself to be.”
“A humble hero, eh?”
She nodded her head. He actually was quite nice and cute for a sixteen-year-old.
“Is he honorable?”
Valanna wondered why Asem asked her these questions. “Of course. He was very honorable, in my poor estimation. Who knows now? No one has told me what happened after he saved me.”
“His next history tutor, Misson Dalistro from Santasia, took him away to his home country. Someone told the Pestle authorities that he practiced magic.”
“And Honor Fidelia?”
“She left as well. Same ship, as much as we know.”
Valanna sighed. “It wasn’t you who turned him in?”
Asem shook his head. “No. I have already talked more about the boy than I should have. It is time to go.”
She looked in the mirror and then turned around. “I appreciate any help you can give.”
He nodded and walked to the door, holding it open for her.
~
“Thank you, Asem. You are excused.”
Valanna couldn’t help but cough. Her lifeline had been dismissed.
Prince Nez walked over to her and patted her on the back. It was all she could do to keep from flinching at his touch. She looked in horror at Asem, but he looked back and nodded.
“If you need me, I will be close by.”
The prince laughed. “I won’t be needing any of your help, if you know what I mean.”
She looked at the prince’s bloodshot eyes that ran up and down her body. That brought on another spell of coughing. The prince pounded on her back. She wanted to run from the room, but insulting Nez wasn’t something someone did.
He took her by one hand. The back of Valanna’s other hand covered her mouth. Perhaps her coughing fit hid the tenseness that seemed to overcome her body and her mind.
“Nez!” Two men walked in with attractive women. The men left the women standing where they were and went to a table to pour wine.
Valanna took another look at the women and recognized them as prostitutes. The prince’s regard for her would be no different. She couldn’t help the tear that ran down her cheek. The other two women sauntered over to the table and let their escorts pour wine for them. Prince Nez looked over at her and just leered while he downed a cup of wine and poured another.
She wished that she had enough courage to use her magic. Asem was nowhere in sight. She sighed and sat down on a cushion at the dining table, feeling miserable and cowardly. It had been arrayed with fruit and savory pastries. Perhaps she could eat herself to death.
The prince drained yet another cup of wine and walked over to her with two cups, wine sloshing over the rims, staining his clothes.
“Oho!” he slurred. The prince must have had a few drinks before she had arrived to be drunk so soon. “You have to drink with me. I command it!” He bent over and put one of the cups of wine on the table and then he just bowled over and lay there.
The prince’s two friends guffawed. “Never was much at holding his cups. His cups!” They raised their wine and emptied their goblets. The women laughed and did the same.
Now, it appeared, Valanna, alone, remained sober. She looked at the prince, who didn’t stir and wondered if something bad had happened, but then she heard a snore. Looking around the room, she spotted Asem, peeking behind a curtain. He raised an eyebrow, pointing his chin at the slumbering prince, and then disappeared.
Although her stomach rebelled, she filled her stomach with the pastries until she began to feel sick and looked at the others, engaged in activities that she had expected to happen to her. She put her finger down her mouth and vomited all over Prince Nez.
“I am ill,” she said to the others who ignored her, but there were two serving women in the room. One came to her side and helped her up. “Please help me to my rooms.”
Once outside the dining room, she leaned with relief on the woman’s shoulder. “I am sorry.”
“No need to feel sorry. I’m glad that it happened,” the woman said. It was not the maid who helped dress her. “The Prince is not a nice person.” The woman gasped and put her hand to her mouth. “Please forget that I said that.”
Valanna found that she could smile, after all. “I will.” She stopped at a tap on her shoulder.
“I will take her the rest of the way,” Asem said, picking up Valanna. “Return to the dinner and see to the Prince. He will need a clean set of clothes to wake up in. Hurry, before he wakes.”
The woman curtseyed and genuflected. “I will, Prince Asem.”
Asem chuckled silently as he watched the servant scurry away. “Good work. Can I put you down now?”
Valanna nodded.
“Pack a few things. I’m taking you with me to Santasia. You can recognize Bluntwithe and I have only a cursory description of the boy. That is the excuse I used in the message that will be delivered to King Marom tomorrow, long after we sail tonight.”
The next few hours passed like the fury of a summer storm. She packed none of the finery that Prince Nez had delivered to her rooms. A woman servant of Asem’s had brought a cloak to wrap her in as she spirited Valanna out of the castle and on a simple cart to the docks.
A ship, sleek and triple-masted, bobbed on the current of the Pusuun River. The servant brought Valanna’s things and then returned for her own. Valanna hadn’t seen Asem when she had been taken down below decks to a modest cabin with two bunks.
“I will be your maid,” the woman said.
Valanna didn’t know how to reply. She heard shouts and footsteps on the decks as it made ready to set sail. Her stomach flopped just a bit when the ship left the dock and began to move out into the river. She jumped at a knock on the door. The woman opened it and threw her arms around Asem.
“My love,” she said. “How refreshing it is to leave Balbaam and the court.”
Asem moved in and shut the door. “There are eyes and ears that we don’t want to know you are with me,” he said. He turned to Valanna. “I would like to introduce you to my second wife, Kulara, the true love of my life.”
Valanna furrowed her brow. “Am I to be the maid, after all?”
The pair laughed. “No. You are also the excuse for bringing another woman on board. I sincerely hope no one knows that Kulara is up from the Arid Lands. You are companions of equal status—“
“Not quite equal,” Kulara said.
Asem smiled. He looked more relaxed than he ever had around Valanna. “No, not quite equal. Feel free to establish whatever relationship comes naturally. You are not a captive, but a freed prisoner. Am I right?”
Valanna nodded her head. “I am afraid it is, if you say so.”
“Good. Kulara is a magician as well. She taught me a few important poses, as well you know.”
Valanna was very grateful to her if she taught the sleeping spell that caught Prince Nez. “We really are going to Santasia?”
“Overland through Colcan, It will be a lengthy journey, I’m afraid, but we need to first go to the city of Bitrium to know what lies ahead of us in Espozia.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
TRAK BLINKED THE SLEEP OUT OF HIS EYES. He looked around at the cell. The bed was more like a shelf with a thin pad. Whatever they used to put him to sleep had been effective. He ruffled his hair and shook his head. A window, mounted high in the wall, told him that it was light outside, but he didn’t know the precise time.
A pitcher of water, a cup and a small bowl of cut fruit sat on a table. It looked like he might not be tortured. He took a sniff at the water. If there was a pose that would remove poisons, he didn’t know it.
Trak sighed. If they wanted to kill him, he would already be dead. He poured a cup of water and took the bowl of fruit and sat back on his bed and filled his stomach with the meager fare. He didn’t know any poses suitable for breaking out of the prison intact. He could call down fire and wind and rain, but none of those would be a good idea.
Perhaps the Magicians Guild didn’t torture their captives into working for them. Had they captured Honor? He shook his head. It would be best not to worry about anything right now until he knew more. He stood and stretched and then went through his sword forms. Midway through staff forms, he stopped as someone fiddled with keys outside his cell.
“We won’t put you to sleep, if you promise not to attack us,” a voice said from beyond the door.
Trak realized he could have reduced the wood in the door to pulp, but shrugged his shoulders, too late for that now. He wished he had practiced the shield spell. Honor said that one needed much practice to master it. “I promise.”
The door opened. Four magicians stood in poses, wearing their bright yellow robes. He recognized it as a sleeping pose. All they had to do was say the words of power and he’d be under again before he could do anything. He sighed and walked out of his cell.
“Come with us. Don’t try anything. One of us will always be prepared to put you under. We have no intention of inflicting any physical harm.”
No physical harm? What about mental harm, eh? Trak thought as two of the magicians led him up the narrow stairway leading out of the dungeons, or whatever they were. They walked up another flight of wider stairs and entered into a busy hallway. Robes mostly of yellow, but a few with more colors went this way and that way about their business. A few stopped to consider Trak’s escorts, but then rushed on their way.
It seemed like a beehive to Trak. There were men and women beneath the robes. The procession stopped in front of a set of double doors. They were more ornate than the relatively plainly decorated corridors that he had already passed. They both arced to a point about ten feet high. One of the magicians opened a side and magician behind Trak pushed him forward.
Now he might learn something useful, he thought as he stood in front of a panel of magicians. Their robes were purple, red, light blue and dark blue. No yellow robes for these magicians. Sunlight plunged down from windows in the roof, throwing everything into stark relief. Trak couldn’t make out any of the faces of the panel.
He heard the scraping of a chair behind him.
“Sit,” the central figure said, a man in dark purple.
He felt pressure on his shoulders and sat. He looked around the circular room. The ceiling was one of the domes that made up the profile of the Magician’s Guildhall. He never would have guessed that glass made up most of the dome.
“Now you will be absorbed into the Guild.”
“Absorbed?” Trak thought that he misunderstood the Santasian word.
“Absorbed,” the man said in Pestlan.
“How?”
“A spell, of course. Not one of the sixty-seven poses that Honor Fidelia taught you.”
How would he know how many spells Honor had taught him?
The man nodded to the others in the panel and they lifted off their hoods.
In a dark scarlet robe stood Honor.
Trak stood up from his seat. “Why?” He looked at Honor as the panel assumed a pose he had never seen and said the word ‘Abbo’.
His mind went blank.
~
Trak blinked in the sunlight streaming into the room. He lay on a padded table, not a bed, and wore the yellow robe of a worker in the guild. He didn’t understand the ranking, but he did smile at those standing around him. He vaguely remembered someone instructing him on how important the Magicians Guild impacted his life and future. 
“Ah, you have become aware,” a voice said from behind him. A woman in a scarlet robe stood looking at Trak intently. Two yellow robed magicians and a light blue magician stood behind her.
“What is your name?”
“Trak Bluntwithe.”
“To whom do you belong?”
Trak furrowed his brow, confused, but then he knew the answer. “To the Guild, of course.”
“Do you remember your poses?”
A smile came to Trak’s face. Poses. He felt that the poses he knew were the most precious nuggets of knowledge he had ever possessed. “I do. Can I show you?”
The woman looked rather shocked. “In a moment. Who am I?”
He blinked, again. “I don’t know. You seem familiar, but I…” he just shook his head.
“I will be your guide to great things in the Guild.”
Trak rose up from the table and put his hand to his forehead. His head began to hurt and he tried to shake the pain away. “My head.”
“You have just been absorbed into the Guild. It will hurt for a few more weeks, but after your mind is used to your absorption, you head will never hurt again.”
He smiled. That would be nice. Or would it? He squinted at the woman in dark red. She was to teach him, but somehow he felt she had taught him before. His head hurt even more.
“Smile and you will feel better.”
Trak smiled again and the pain did indeed begin to lessen.
“Don’t think too hard. It’s not good to worry.” The woman put an odd emphasis on the word, like it was something he shouldn’t forget.
“I won’t.” He grinned at her this time and plucked at his robe. “This is a pretty color, isn’t it? I like your red one better though.”
She smiled, but it didn’t quite make it to her eyes. “Be a good boy and you’ll get one soon enough.”
~
Valanna’s stomach rebelled once they entered the Middle Ocean and began their voyage northward. Asem stood on one side of her and Kulara on the other.
“It will go away,” Kulara said, helping her stay erect as Valanna thought she looked as bad as she felt.
“I do so want that to happen. How much more do we have before we are on dry land?”
“One week up the coast, close to Harrig, and then less than two weeks to Colcan. We can proceed overland from there.”
“Anything to get us off this boat faster.”
“It would be at least another three weeks on the ship to Espozia,” Asem said. “Going overland adds four more weeks to that.
Valanna wailed in discomfort. The thought of two more weeks on a ship made her even more ill. But after a few days of agony, the sickness subsided. Valanna thought she must look like a scarecrow, but her appetite improved despite the monotony of the food on the ship.
She still spent more time on the deck than below as the wind and the sun lessened the bouts of nausea that she continued to feel. Kulara walked up to her.
“Are you ready to learn more magic?”
Valanna started at the offer. She schooled herself to wariness. “Me? I can hardly make enough of a breeze to blow out a candle.”
Kulara looked at her with narrowed eyes. “I don’t believe you.”
Valanna raised her chin. “Believe what you like.”
Asem’s wife laughed. “I knew your uncle and he spoke of you before he died. You could channel enough magic to power spells at an exceptionally early age.”
That was true, but Valanna still protested. “He would never betray a confidence, even if he did tell you something wrong.”
“Not wrong. Look, Valanna, I am here to help you. Asem and I know you need quite a bit of practice in creating poses. Your uncle taught you out of a book. You didn’t really practice any formal magic until you worked with that woman at her studio. Then, I would guess, you suppressed your talent to look weaker than you really are.”
“How would you know such things?” Valanna felt trapped. Asem’s wife seemed to see right through the little protections she had painstakingly built up over time.
Kulara shook her head. “Can’t you show a little trust?”
Trust? Valanna stopped pretending to be a brat and sat on a wooden box. She looked out to sea. “I’m sorry. I’m not a good person.”
That brought out a laugh that seemed more like a bark. “You are as pleasant and as innocent as any person my husband has ever worked with. I wouldn’t call you naive, but you have not yet let cynicism in far enough to make you jaded.”
“Why do you want to help me?” Valanna spread her arms out towards the waters and then turned to Kulara. “I’m just an insignificant girl caught up with the wrong people in an impossible situation.”
Kulara nodded and put her hands on her hips. “That sums it up, doesn’t it. That statement is correct except for the fact that neither Asem nor I feel you are insignificant. We can help each other, but there is still much danger.”
“Danger for everyone. For you, Asem, Prince Nez, I hope, Trak Bluntwithe and me. I wish I could deal with the danger better.” Valanna felt a shock of shame and looked away. She felt Kulara put her arm around her shoulder.
“You are stronger and braver than you think. I believe you need to be more prepared and learn more confidence. How can a person develop courage when they have no means of defense? Do you agree?”
Valanna reluctantly nodded. She had justified her cowardice because, in her mind, she concentrated on portraying herself as a defenseless victim. She had always thought pity would get her through. It had with her uncle, that and pouting.
“Good. Then Asem and I will help you get stronger along the way. I will teach you how to use magic quickly as both offense and defense. Asem will instruct you in how to use weapons.”
“I’ll never be a good swordsman. They are too heavy.” Valanna permitted herself a pout.
“There are other weapons that a woman can use.” Kulara must have seen the shock that Valanna felt. “Not feminine weapons, silly, real weapons, sticks, knives, forks, anything at hand.”
Valanna relaxed. “Very well. I’ll try.”
Her shoulders hurt from Kulara’s strong grasp. “Try isn’t good enough. Try gets a woman killed.”
Kulara’s words were like a plunge in cold water. “I will.” Valanna nodded, although the thought of behaving with something other than total passivity scared her nearly senseless.
Kulara pulled Valanna downstairs to Asem’s cabin. She knocked on the door.
“Yes?” Asem opened it. “Ah, Kulara, have you come to see me? I’d like to see you, too.” Asem smiled at his wife. His eyes widened when he saw them both standing in front of the door.
“I have a pupil and I need more room than our little box allows,” Kulara said, pushing Asem aside. She glared at her husband. “Don’t just stand there, close the door. You can remain, if you stay out of the way or leave… now.” She narrowed her eyes until Asem closed the door and jumped onto his bed and sat cross-legged. She gave him a dirty look and then turned to Valanna. Asem looked amused and that made Valanna a little mad.
It took a moment for Valanna to comprehend what just happened. Kulara wasn’t a submissive wife at all. She handled her husband much like Honor might a student, and it looked like he enjoyed being pushed around. The man still scared her, even though he had saved her from a hideous fate.
“I want to know exactly what your uncle, your father and what…” Kulara looked at Asem with a cocked eyebrow.
“Honor Fidelia?” he said.
Kulara nodded. “And what Honor Fidelia taught you. Go through every pose you remember and the power word that goes with it.”
“I know a few more poses than power words,” Valanna said, quite terrified. Honor never scared her as much as Kulara. She went through what her father had taught her as a young girl. The King of Pestle had scoured him and the experience eventually killed her father in Balbaam where her father had joined his brother. Her uncle had claimed to be a magician, but was, at best, mediocre. She had patterned her pretended abilities after him, but he taught her what little he knew.
“A modest repertoire,” Kulara said, “and Honor?”
“Honor didn’t teach me anything I didn’t already know. She gave me a sense for precision.”
Asem sat up a bit straighter. “I can see that. What were your poses like before?”
Valanna started her reply with a shrug. “My spells only worked half the time, barely.”
“Bad habits from your uncle?”
“I guess. Yes, now that I think of it.”
Kulara put her hand to her chin and thought for a moment, “You are lucky the both of you weren’t killed, but then he probably had a thimbleful of power compared to you. What is your best spell?”
“Wind.” Valanna decided to be honest.
Asem rubbed his hands together. “Time to go topside.”
Kulara gave him a curt nod. “Let’s make the ship go a little faster,” she said.
Once they were on deck, Asem looked around and climbed up to confer with the captain. He motioned them to join him on the steering deck.
“See the large sail, just up ahead?”
Valanna nodded.
“I want you to fill it with wind, as much as you can. It should come from the same direction as the wind is coming from now. Can you do that?”
She looked at the sail and back from where they were going. The ship was moving in a different direction from the wind, but she would do just as Asem said. She struck the pose and then adjusted it to be as perfect as she could make it and then said the power word her father taught her. The sail belled out just a bit more for a moment and then returned to its former shape.
Kulara stood with her hands on her hips. “You can do better than that.”
The fear that Valanna always felt when performing magic still ate at her, but she didn’t want Kulara to look at her with so much anger. She assumed her pose again and concentrated yelling out the word of power. The ship lurched forward and the sail tore open.
“I’m sorry, Captain Lashan,” Valanna said, bowing to him.
“Stand up straight,” Kulara commanded.
Valanna looked at Asem, who looked a little pale. “Was that better?”
He nodded. “I do think there is a more appropriate word than the one you just used, my dear.”
Kulara smiled. “You’ll do just fine, Valanna. We can go down and practice with less of a fuss.”
The crew had gone silent. Captain Lashan yelled to his mate. “Get that sail down and sew it up straight-away.” He looked at Asem. “Prince, I would guess that we can use your ward if we are stuck in a doldrums?”
Asem laughed. “She will need a bit more tutoring but,” he looked at the split sail flapping in the wind, “it will be our pleasure.”
~
Asem stroked the smooth skin of his wife’s upper arm as they lay in bed. “Did you think she was that powerful?”
Kulara laughed, the kind that reminded Asem of tinkling bells. “When she said she was able to make half of the spells work with that horrible form of hers, I suspected it. Just think if all of her poses were as disciplined as her wind form, she could be formidable.”
“How formidable?”
Kulara turned around and looked at Asem. “More formidable than you or me. Her fears never permitted the use of any substantial force or she would have killed herself. It’s a wonder she’s alive. ”
His eyebrows rose. “You are one of the best magicians in the Arid Lands and she is more powerful?”
“And she could be better and from how she described the Bluntwithe boy, he puts her to shame. Even with Pestle stupidity coupled with Ferezanan ferocity, Marom wouldn’t stand a chance fighting an army with those two in the vanguard.”
Asem wondered if he should stop his plan to expose Bluntwithe to the Magician’s Guild in Santasia and become friends with the boy. “Can you train her to move more quickly?”
“You read minds, so well, my dearest. She took an age to assume an accurate pose. If she can’t gather herself more quickly, she could easily be killed before she formed a shield spell with her body.” Kulara paused. Asem patiently waited. “We won’t give her new poses, but first work with her in bringing everything together quickly.”
He waited during another pause.
“Didn’t you just read my mind?” she said, leaning forward and giving her husband a kiss.
Asem smiled. He loved this wife so much. “Of course.” He wrapped her in his arms.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
TRAK LOOKED UP FROM THE BOTTOM STAIRWAY, a pail of water by his knees and a brush in his hand. He shook his head like he often did in the past few weeks to clear away cobwebs that wouldn’t come loose. The sun came through the large multi-paned window illuminating two flights of steps. Once his task was complete he could eat lunch.
He struggled to remember his life past that moment when they said he had committed his life to the Magicians guild, but it wouldn’t come. The woman in the scarlet robe reminded him of an elusive thread that kept breaking when he tried to follow it backwards.
“Get to work!” a senior acolyte said, standing behind them. She didn’t have the grime from work on the knee area and around the cuffs that he and the other three who had scrubbing duty. Each of them scrubbed a section of the steps. Trak had taken the far right.
The brush dripped on the step. Trak watched the drops descend and shatter on the white, smooth stone. He thought of a pattern that he could use to scrub the steps. Up and down, and then side to side. He used the same rhythm as he moved up, passing the others struggling with their sections.
Trak found solace in the precision of his strokes and in the time it took for each step. As he continued to work his pace increased as his body reacted to the form. Onward and upward he went, lost in his task. When he reached the top step, he looked down at the others who had just about finished the first flight.
Grinning, Trak nodded to the senior and returned to the ground floor, returned his bucket and brush to the storage room. He only had to walk down a longish corridor to the commissary. He’d not been given much for breakfast, so he would make up for that at lunch.
The commissary had a wall of windows facing out towards a maze of brick walls where magicians practiced various poses that might endanger others. Trak remembered many more poses than he did the words that powered them. He wondered why. He finally arrived at the food table, waiting a little impatiently for the line to dwindle.
The food was not particularly good. Somehow he had the impression that he had spent time in a place that served meals, but that was another thread that broke before it gave him any kind of useful information about his misty past. He sat down on a bench with other acolytes with stained yellow robes. His fellow grimy acolytes were used as servants, but that was fine with Trak. It just gave him more time to struggle with his thoughts.
The woman in the scarlet robe walked in. She spotted him and glared. He could see her mouth a word. What was it? ‘Worry’. That was the word that she spoke to him when they first met. Or was it the time when they first met? Another thread. Worry. It had to have special meaning, but Trak couldn’t figure out what.
After going back for thirds, Trak heard the bell that signified that the midday meal was ending. He put his tray on a long table. Another acolyte would pronounce a spell on the implements to clean them. Trak hadn’t been put on that duty yet, but he knew it would come. The guild had a progression to learning. His first class on magic was to begin right after lunch. He had learned that classes lasted for two-month terms and today was the start of a term. Before now, he had been withheld from all classes and worked from dawn to dusk, manually cleaning the common areas of the guild. 
He fished the scrap of paper that contained the room number for the first meeting of the term from the single pocket sewn into his robe and had to ask questions to find the proper room. After the bell had already rung, he hustled, with a few more acolytes with dirty robes, into the classroom. A woman in deep blue robes stood at the bottom of a room filled with tiers of seats.
Trak sat down and, with his elbows on his knees and his chin cupped in his palms, he looked down at her from the very top.
“For those of you who are new,” the woman said. Her cowl was thrown back. He noticed her iron gray hair and wrinkled face, an old magician. How many times had the woman said the same thing? “A list is being tacked on the board outside of this hall. Go to the room indicated. If you can’t read, ask another acolyte to find your name and give you the room number. All of the rest of you know what to do. I have no other announcements to make today.”
Since Trak had taken a seat at the top, he jumped up and looked at the announcement board. Room 7 in the South Wing. There were four other names. He recognized them all as fellows who he had worked with. He knew where the room was since he had polished the desks and chairs there a week ago.
One of the other acolytes, a boy of similar age, came up to him. “I guess we get tested. I can hardly wait to learn the poses.”
“You don’t know how to do any magic?” Trak thought they all would know the poses like he did before they came to the Guild.
“Do you?” The boy’s eyebrows rose. “I can’t remember a thing other than the fact that I was told I had some power by someone.” He shook his head. “What an inconvenience! I wish they could have left us with a few memories.”
Trak smiled. “I can agree with that.” He didn’t say another word as they traipsed across the guild grounds to the South Wing. It really wasn’t a wing, but a separate building. Was he the only one who remembered poses? He furrowed his brow while he walked. He remembered being told that the guild removed all memories of the acolytes when they joined. He vowed to keep pulling on those threads of memories until he succeeded all of the way through to the end. He didn’t believe that his memories were removed, but that they were still in his mind, just tucked away.
They walked in and waited until the others had all arrived. A young woman wearing a clean darker yellow robe entered the room carrying a portfolio and a pencil. She had dark hair, but fairer skin than most other Santasians and wore a stern expression. Trak thought that if she smiled, she would be rather pretty.
“We wait for Master Borega,” she said. “Take a chair. Today you will be taught a pose and a power word, so you can be tested.”
Trak was sure he had been tested before. He wondered if Borega would know the poses that ran around in his own mind? The others all fidgeted, while waiting, but Trak ignored them as he mentally went through all of the forms he knew. Suddenly he pictured a sword in his hand and he proceeded to let sword practice forms parade through his mind. He had discovered another thread. He had been tutored in swordsmanship and the flow of the forms made his mouth twist into a smile that he wiped off the moment he realized that he probably looked rather foolish. 
He opened his eyes and found the young woman staring at him.
“What were you doing?” she said. He didn’t like the accusation in her voice.
Trak looked back at her angry eyes. “I remember poses and power words and was practicing them while we waited.”
She squinted at him and scribbled something on a piece of paper.
“What is your name? You have an accent, Pestlan?”
“How should I know?” he said. “I think in Pestlan.” That realization made him smile and he didn’t try to conceal it. “Oh, my name is Trak Bluntwithe, does that help?”
“Pestlan, you’ve got a Pestlan name.”
“Is that important?” Trak’s mind began to picture his world’s geography.
“You will remain silent until Master Borega arrives.”
Trak threaded his fingers together and looked out the window. They were three stories up and all he could see were other buildings and rooftops and look down into the twisted passages and practice ‘rooms’ in the maze.
A few minutes later, a tall, pudgy man entered the room. He moved very slowly. Trak wondered how many poses the man could perform, he was so large.
“I am Master Borega,” he said, straightening out his brilliant blue robe. “Welcome to the Magicians Guild. This will be your very first exposure to magic. When you arrived, your mind was wiped clean of your past. Think of it as a rebirth. Today you will learn your very first pose and your very first power word. Malena?” He looked at the young woman. “Would you produce a ball of light?”
She flashed a smile at the master and stood. She removed her robe. She wore a simple dress underneath. Trak shuddered. He only wore underwear under his robe. He looked at the others and saw the uncomfortable looks on their faces.
“I removed my robe so you can note my pose. Right hand on right hip. Left arm bent into a square with your left little finger pointing towards the ceiling.” She moved her body to the pose. She held her feet together. That was different from the pose Trak learned. The feet needed to be a foot and a half apart. “Lukee,” she said. A tiny ball of light twirled above her little finger.
“You try,” Master Borega pointed to the acolyte on the other end of the line of chairs from where Trak sat.
The first acolyte, a girl, tried it and failed. Malena, the young woman, adjusted her pose. At least they wouldn’t have to remove their robes. That made Trak relax a bit. “Lukee, say it just so.”
“Lukee,” the girl said. A point of light, barely noticeable appeared.
“Say it louder, dear girl. Concentrate.”
“LUKEE!” she said, producing a ball a little larger than Malena’s that replaced the point of light.
The master nodded and smiled a bit too smugly, for Trak’s taste. “Next.” He pointed towards the next acolyte in line.
All of them were able to produce a ball of light, some did a bit better and some couldn’t come up with more than a point of light. Only one didn’t need help in producing the pose. Malena documented all of their results.
Finally the master pointed to Trak. “Your turn.”
Trak stood. He’d use the pose he learned and hoped they wouldn’t notice underneath his robes. His power word was different, but he’d try the new word. “Lukee,” he said, with not a lot of concentration. He had to squint his eyes. He had never tried this spell before. His ball was too bright. “Lukee,” he said as a whisper and his ball of light was fist-sized. He moved his finger from side to side and realized that he could throw the ball, so he just tossed it up a foot or so, letting it fall back to just above his little finger.
Trak didn’t like the silence in the room. He closed his fist, ending the pose.
Master Borega sat staring at Trak for a moment. “Your pose was in the Colcanan style. You remembered?”
“I remember nothing of my past, but I do remember a number of poses and power words. I have learned a different word for the pose I used. This one seems to work better,” Trak said.
He glanced at Malena, who had just begun to furiously write on her piece of paper.
“The class is dismissed,” Master Borega said. “You can all leave the room now. Bluntwithe, you will remain with Malena and me.”
Another thread of memory gave Trak the impression that in the past he had restrained showing his abilities in front of others. He knew he had more power than he showed, but he wouldn’t make that mistake again at the Magicians Guild, not with the astonishment that Malena and the master showed.
Malena stood at the door and closed it when the last of the acolytes exited.
The master pursed his lips. “Quite a performance. It is not typical that an acolyte remembers a pose before he or she arrives with us. What more do you remember?”
Trak shrugged. “Nothing, maybe some impressions about my past life. I think I used to serve food or something. It is like a ghost fading in and then out. I think of them as threads that break when I try to remember.”
Master Borega nodded his head. “But you do remember your poses?”
“Yes, I do, master,” Trak said. Now it was no use denying the fact. “And some of the power words, as well.”
“The power word for that spell?”
“Buckle, not lukee.”
“Colcanan,” Borega said. “That’s to be expected.” He sighed. “Can you produce a breeze, a light breeze?”
Trak nodded and assumed the pose and whispered the power word. He pointed his finger at Malena and Master Borega, seeing their hair ruffle a bit. He closed his hand.
“Mobility,” Malena said to Bodega as if Trak wasn’t standing there. “Even I haven’t achieved that yet. He was able to bounce his light, too.”
Trak felt like he was an object being described, while she made more notes. The wind pose brought another thread of a memory. His first attempt blew someone over, but then the thread broke as it always did.
“How many poses?” the master said, putting his hand to his chin.
“Do you want to count them? I don’t really know.”
“No power words and we will count the ones we recognize. You will take your robes off.”
Trak colored. “I’m only wearing underclothes.” He looked anxiously at Malena
Borega turned at Malena. “Leave the room, but I will call you back momentarily.”
She opened the door and a few other acolytes backed away. “Leave,” she said sternly. Trak could only smile at their curiosity. He might have been tempted to do the same.
“The robe,” the master said.
Trak removed his robe and took a deep breath. He closed his eyes and saw a figure of himself in his mind.
“Now, perform them.”
He remembered writing the poses in a book and mentally turned the pages as he went through the forms. He had practiced them enough in his mind and with his body, they flowed one into the other like the military forms he had remembered earlier in the session. When he finished he stood, sweating from the exertion in front of the master.
“How many words to go along with the forms?”
Trak had to go through the forms in his head again. “Twenty, thirty?”
“Put on your robe. You won’t be wearing yellow after today,” the master said. “Malena!”
She slipped through the door while Trak still had his robe over his head. He hurriedly smoothed out the filthy thing.
“Sixty poses as near as I could count. Twenty to thirty words, so he says. I’m not interested in being around when the boy practices. Who knows what would survive.”
“T-twenty or thirty?” Malena said.
Borega nodded. “He is at least green class right now. He will be a black master when he learns the other words. I’ve never seen such a demonstration of poses. He flowed from one to the other as if it were a dance. Each pose perfectly done.” Trak could see the man shiver.
Malena stared at Trak. “B-b-black?” She shook her head in disbelief.
~
Trak didn’t understand why he was so special, but Malena and Master Borega took him to the office of another Master and left him there, sitting, as they departed to find that person. He noticed feminine touches here and there. The Master had his wife decorate the office or he was to face a female master. The furniture and shelves were painted white and fresh flowers were in a vase on the desk. He noticed that the flowers were not in season. A growth spell? 
Malena returned to the room without Borega. “He sent me ahead to make sure you were still here.”
“What do the colors mean?” Trak said. He knew about yellow, but past that he hadn’t learned the rankings.
Malena gave him a diffident look but held up her fingers: “Yellow, Orange, Green, Blue, Red, Purple, Black. The darker robes indicate more power in each color. Green and above are referred to as Masters.”
“I’ve seen brown before,” Trak said.
Malena spoke directly to him, now. It seemed that as his status had risen, her opinion of him rose. “That is a high-ranking yellow. I’m about to be tested for dark Yellow, but that’s actually brown.”
The master had said he could be on the way to Black. If that were true, that meant that most magicians were a lot weaker than him. He saw people of all ages wearing yellow robes.
“Most are yellow?”
Malena nodded, but then straightened her robes when an older woman entered wearing a deep purple robe. From her description, Master Borega was only on a rank up from green and not yet red. Trak had seen a darker blue robe.
Master Borega didn’t sit when the woman did. “This is Mistress Nullia. She will want to see your pose progressions.”
Trak didn’t want to disrobe again and Mistress Nullia intimidated him even worse than Master Borega. He looked at the woman and at Malena.
She smiled. “You don’t have to take off your robe, young man. Proceed.”
With this larger audience, Trak took a bit more time composing himself before he began. He moved a few chairs out of the way and positioned himself so he could do the posing forms with his eyes closed. Then he told a deep breath, the way someone had told him to in his past. He ignored following that thread and concentrated on the poses in the book that he could now clearly remember.
After his recent performance, Trak felt his posing went more smoothly and lost himself in the progressions right until the end. The silence mirrored the lack of sound after his last performance.
Trak ended up facing Malena. She looked astonished. He turned and bowed to the two Masters, Borega standing behind Mistress Nullia.
“Green, you said? Unless those robes hid massive mistakes, I’d rate him higher than you Borega.” She turned her gaze on Trak. “Perform the Lukee pose.”
Trak did as she said and was able to calibrate his concentration this time. He moved the ball up and down in the air.
“You could throw that ball, if you wished. Am I correct?”
Trak blushed. She seemed to know more than Master Borega. “I think I can.”
“We controlled him with ten Yellows,” Borega said.
Ten Yellows? Trak instantly caught a thread being captured inside of a familiar house. He had wanted to run away, but why? The Magicians Guild was where he belonged.
Nullia narrowed her eyes. “What were you just thinking about?”
The statement flustered Trak a bit. “That I belonged in the Magicians guild.”
“Fair enough.” She raised her hand. “Borega, dress him in mid-blue.”
“Like me?” The Blue Master sounded indignant.
The woman nodded. “That will do for a starting place. I will take on his education until he has progressed beyond my ability.”
Trak noticed the fear on Borega’s face and the admiration on Malena’s. He didn’t know if he could reconcile the two, but he would have to think on it.
He followed Master Borega after bowing to Malena and Mistress Nullia. He knew that would likely be the last time he would bow the younger woman.
They made their way to another building. “You will be living in the Master’s Building in your own apartment,” Borega said as they passed the edge of the brick maze. Trak had never been allowed in this part of the Guild, although he had seen the three-story building often enough.
Borega conferred with an older Orange sitting behind a counter in the lobby of the building. He was handed a key and began walking up the stairs. “Room Four on the Second floor. Come this way.”
Trak was shown into a small sitting room. Borega showed him a bedroom. The bedding had been stripped from the mattress.
“The bath and, uh, necessary is at the south end of the hallway,” the master said. “You won’t be called Master until a panel has seen your pose procession. I wouldn’t worry about your ranking. It will change.”
“My meals will still be in the Commissary?”
“Yes, but if you wear blue robes, you will sit with the Masters, even before the panel. We maintain a certain amount of decorum in the guild.”
Trak nodded.
“Here is the key. Should you lose it, the Orange at the reception counter will open your room for you. Now let’s see to your robes.”
~
It felt rather odd to enter the Commissary from the Master’s Door and sit at the section allocated to high-ranking magicians. Trak looked for the woman in the dark red robes and didn’t see her. What was the word? Worry. He wouldn’t forget, but he’d like to remember why he shouldn’t forget it.
Borega trundled in. Trak didn’t have to call any of the masters by their title. Less than ten percent of the guild had achieved Master or Mistress status. Yellows and Oranges were the true functionaries and the Masters devoted their time to teaching and working on outside projects for the Guild.
“You will follow me around for a bit. Master Riotro, our only Master of the Black and leader of our guild, needs to sit in on your panel and won’t return from his assignment until next week.”
“The leader goes out on assignment?”
“He is gone more than he is here.” Borega laughed as a Yellow presented them with cards that listed available meals. Evidently the Masters ate much better than the rest of the guild. Trak was unsure that he deserved such privileges for performing little more than a dance for Mistress Nullia.
“He does, as will you. I expect you’ll be in high demand. You’ll need the training that Nullia can provide and the practical guidance of an Orange. Some of our Orange guild members are equivalent to engineers on the outside. They know how much and what kind of magic to use on our assignments.”
“What are these assignments?”
Borega shook his head. “Sometimes it’s inconvenient to eradicate memories, isn’t it? Improving a farmer’s crops, building a road. Sealing a building from the elements. Lifting large objects for various tasks.” He shrugged. “I’m sure your imagination can fill in even more possibilities.”
Trak drew in his eyebrows. “Do we fight in wars?”
The master shivered. “Not if we can help it. The last war we fought was against the Colcanans. It was a draw. They have fewer magicians, but all are more powerful except for perhaps our Purples and Master Riotro.”
Trak noticed that Borega gave their leader his honorific.
“What do I need to know?” Trak asked.
“For one thing, I’ll make sure we review the qualifications for each level in our order. It’s not just a matter of pose knowledge, but also one of power. Something you might not need to worry about.”
“I have plenty of power?”
Borega smiled at the server who just served them. “Plenty,” he said. “Like a Toryan.”
“Why like a Toryan? I seem to remember they live in the forest.”
“Toryans are powerful magicians, but they love nature and live in forests. When other races came to Cokasan, they were pushed back, since they aren’t warlike, into the mountain forests of border lands. They don’t like visitors in their lands and keep Santasia’s borders secure except for a few roads permitted to cross over the mountains. There are no Toryans in the Guild. Our absorption spell doesn’t work on them, so for centuries, we have been content to ignore each other. The saying ‘like a Toryan’ has persisted to mean any magician with extraordinary power.”
Neither of them said another word as they began to eat. Trak took back his thoughts about the poor food. The Masters ate well…very well, as evidenced by Borega’s size.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
VALANNA STOMPED HER FOOT ON THE WOODEN floorboards of Asem’s cabin. “I’m so tired of this!” She said it, but she didn’t mean it. The work made her feel more than worthless, more than a simple pawn. Well, perhaps she was physically tired.
“It’s for your own good. How did Bluntwithe—“
“I called him Trak.”
Kulara smiled. “How did Trak perform his poses?”
“Hmmm.” Valanna thought back. She remembered that he sort of flowed into them at the end. “Smoothly. He went from one to the next as if they were one movement.”
Asem’s eyes grew round. “How novel!” He jumped off of his bed and grabbed a knife from a light meal they had eaten in his cabin for lunch. “Like this?” His body moved quickly and silently as he went from pose to pose.
“Those aren’t poses that I know, but he did something like that.”
“Interesting, the boy has been taught military forms. If he does them with precision—“
Valanna couldn’t help but nod a few times. “Always with precision. Honor complimented him on it, as much as she complimented us on anything.”
“If a person could flow through magical poses, he would be unstoppable in a Magician’s duel.” Kulara said. “No one would know what he would throw, they’d have to hide behind a shield.”
Asem nodded. “And those aren’t permitted, are they?”
His wife met his comment with a snort. He turned to Valanna. “It happens often enough, but the person found to use a shield automatically loses. At least that is the case in most countries. In Pestle, both would lose their lives.”
Asem turned again to look at this wife. “And in war? You know more about these magical things than I do.”
“If he has the power, he could throw spells to confuse the enemy. What does a confused enemy do?” Kulara said.
“He dies,” Asem said, making a fist.
Valanna shivered at the thought of a war. “Is that what you want me to learn, how to make the poses flow?”
“Do you think you can?”
Honor had complimented her on her dance steps. Perhaps she could combine the two. “I can try.”
“Try?” Kulara said.
Valanna took a deep breath. “I will learn how to do it.” The woman continued to scare her, but Valanna had to persevere. She did not want to be sent back to Prince Nez, not that the pair of them had threatened her with such a thing. Just thinking about the prince still made her sick.
~
The shoreline of Colcan looked wonderful to Valanna. The captain had assured Asem that they would reach the city of Tachium within two days. She had sought some respite from Kulara’s incessant drilling, but she had to admit that combining poses into dance forms had been easier to do that she thought. All she needed to figure out were appropriate connecting moves.
She now had learned to connect all of eight poses. Kulara had said that would be enough until they could resume practice on land, where she would randomly invoke the power words and actually do something with her magic. None of them forgot the day she ripped the sails.
“Are you looking forward to moving on?” Asem said to Valanna as Kulara and he joined her at the railing.
“I’m not sure what ‘moving on’ means for me,” she said. “Do I want to learn more poses and power words? Yes. Am I fit to be a battle magician like Kulara and you talk about? I’m not ready to use magic against another person.” Except Prince Nez, Timor Saddlebug and Podor Feely, she thought. “Will we be seeking out Trak?”
“I don’t know if that’s your purpose, but it is mine,” Asem said. “If we have to help him get out of Santasia, are you willing to help your boyfriend?” Asem said.
She could feel the blush creep up her face and into her cheeks while she spoke. “I hardly know the boy, but somehow we are connected. Is that what you think, that we are romantically involved?”
“Not involved, Valanna. Maybe complementary, if you worked together.”
She didn’t know what Asem meant about that. In fact, she was afraid that Trak would expose her puny abilities. Valanna knew the pair of them thought otherwise, but they hadn’t met Trak yet. Did she feel jealous? No, not jealous, but perhaps anxious and a little afraid the situation.
Those thoughts were thrown out of her mind as the swells of the sea began to increase and her stomach began to churn a bit. She wanted to walk upon those stable shores more than anything else, at the moment.
~
All Trak learned in the week before his rating panel was that none of the magicians in the guild matched his abilities. The fact surprised him and he didn’t know how to handle the information. In the past, he vaguely remembered that had kept the extent of his abilities a secret and that had served him well, but now none seemed to know as many poses as he did. He wasn’t comfortable with the notoriety, especially since he was years younger than most of them.
He didn’t quite know how to hide what he knew, other than hold back on his concentration when he said a power word. However, it wasn’t hard not to give the words his full power. Trak didn’t want to bring the buildings down on him and that also meant the brick maze. He tried a stronger fire spell when he walked alone in the maze the previous day and burned all of the vines off of the side of one brick wall.
Perhaps he needed to practice outside the city in the countryside, but the thoughts of leaving the Guild scared him and that made him worry about the future. Worry. That word again.
He knew it meant something. Trak went back into the practice area of the maze and sat on a stone bench. He looked at the scorched vines. He polled the poses in his mine and remembered the spell that enhanced the growth of plants. Master Borega told him of magicians helping farmers. He stared at the ivy and saw the green of a stem towards the bottom of the wall. Trak made the pose that he remembered and pointed at the tiny bit of living ivy and shouted out the word ‘Pemel!’
Trak could feel the power flow through him and into the plant. He sat back down and watched the runners emerge from the stem and the plant covered the wall once more and grew halfway along the gravel on the ground towards him.
He stared at what he had done. What ranking would they give him for that?  He turned his mind back to the word, worry. A thread popped into his mind associating the word with the concept of a shield. No pose, just the word. Trak looked around and no one had come to investigate his gardening effort. He just stood on the edge of the carpet of new ivy and wondered if he should try to use the word. 
What would it do? What if using the word destroyed those who used it? He shook his head and rolled the word over in his mind. He had used it before, but he couldn’t remember where or why. The Red Master wouldn’t have mentioned the word to him a few times if she wanted to destroy him, would she?  It didn’t feel like it would. Trak inhaled deeply and thought of himself, and then he focused on the word and said it aloud, “Worry!”
Nothing happened. Trak shrugged his shoulders and began to walk towards his room. As he walked to his room, his head felt light. He unlocked his door and lay down after locking himself in his room. His mind began to whir, as more threads seemed to work their way into his consciousness until it seemed that there were more threads than blockages. All of them began to connect! 
He remembered the name of the woman in red, Honor. Had she betrayed him? Then he remembered a recent memory where she had reminded him of the word. Somehow she had wanted them to be captured by the Magicians Guild, but then why give him the means of escape?
He felt frustration mounting and his hand curled involuntarily, as if grasping the handle of a sword. He remembered the face of Misson Dalistro, of Gio, Bepiro and the rest of the students. The myriad of lessons in history, geography, politics, and manners flooded into his memory. His mind seemed to play his own history backwards in his mind. Ozitza and other places began to show up.
Trak put his hand to his head as his mind continued to spin. At one point he thought his brain would explode. He remembered his time in Pestledown, the trip from Greenbrook. The experiences of being a stableboy serving his father, Neel, Astun, Terry, watching them as they often drank themselves to sleep. Those were memories of boyhood. He looked up and saw his mother looking down at him. How long ago was that? He didn’t remember that memory, but there it was.
Finally he saw his mother through blurry, unfocused eyes and then the man next to him. He gasped when he recognized the face of a much younger Neel Cardswallow at his mother’s side. Able Bluntwithe was nowhere in those earliest of memories. Neel spoke the truth! Trak cried like the baby he remembered and then opened his eyes. He couldn’t see! Trak flung himself to the floor and realized that it was late at night. He stood up and went to his window. Relief struck him as he saw the faint lights of Espozia, showing above the dark rooftops of the Guild.
The experience had exhausted him, but he now had a grasp of himself. He walked to the water pitcher in his room and drank right out of the pitcher. His robe and underclothes and sheets were all soaked in sweat. What a night! He padded down the hall and drew himself a bath. He used a pose and a whispered power word to warm up the water and sunk into the cradling warmth of the tub.
While he soaked in the hot water, he tried to link those long-forgotten memories in his mind. His mother’s face had long ago faded into nothing specific. Her beauty would have drawn a rogue like Neel like a moth to a flame. He smiled as his body soaked up the warmth.
He remembered Valanna. Val. She was pretty too. He’d done a good job forgetting how cute she looked, for a slightly older woman. He regretted that she was one of his enemies. 
Now he’d have to figure out what to do. Perhaps he would find a way to let Honor know that he had broken the guild’s hold on him. His skin began to crinkle, a sure sign that it was time to get out, even if he could feel the water begin to cool. He rubbed the towel over his body, reveling in sensation. Now he knew why Dalistro worried about the Santasian magicians and he also knew why his tutor didn’t want him discovered by them. Dalistro had lost him to the guild. Had Honor sequestered him as protection to avoid teaching him too much?
He would worry about those questions tomorrow. He yawned as he unlocked his door and slipped inside. Trak couldn’t wipe the smile off of his face as he drifted off to sleep.
~
Trak opened his eyes and sat up in the morning light brightening up his rooms. He knew who he was and that made him smile, but then he frowned. What to do next?
He just hoped he wouldn’t get another dose of the absorption spell the guild used on him. He couldn’t pull such a thing out of his memories. That meant, at least, that there were many more spells and poses out in the world. His experience with the light poses taught in that first class just days ago proved that. He felt like his magic education begun anew to move far past the sixty-seven poses.
A shield spell would help, but he didn’t know the power word of one that would automatically protect him. The pose that he knew would set a shield on someone else and last as long as he concentrated on it. Perhaps a variation existed.
His biggest quandary was Honor. Was she friend or foe? Now that he would soon be judged a Master, it might be easier to talk to her. But could he make it through a panel without revealing his restored memories or should he just run?
A knock on the door ended his train of thought. Trak threw on his spare robe and opened the door.
“Sleeping in?” Master Borega said.
Trak yawned and rubbed his head. “I am sorry that I did. I haven’t even looked at the clock in my room. What time is it?”
“Just past breakfast. Master Riotro returned last night and would like to see you in the council room in one hour. If you go to the commissary right now, they might have something left to fortify you.”
“I’ll do that.”
“Nervous?” Borega said.
Trak nodded. “I am, does it show?”
Borega squinted his eyes. “I think it does. I will see you there.”
“Thank you for waking me up.” Trak bowed to Borega.
The man walked down the corridor. Trak peeked to see if he was gone before he closed his door. He could feel the sweat on his palms and wiped them on his robe. He needed to be cool, like Neel. Trak took a few deep breaths. He had never anticipated a sparring match with as much trepidation as he felt now.
He slipped the ubiquitous sandals that all magicians wore, on his feet and left his rooms. He did talk a Yellow at the commissary into a large breakfast. He hadn’t eaten since lunch the previous day and needed the nourishment. Eating alone had been fortunate. Trak didn’t need to talk to another soul, except for the Yellows who were spelling the dishes clean. That was another pose that Trak never learned, but he observed the poses and heard the power word, “Aket” said by the acolytes. Now he’d never have to wash a dish again. Would that make his father, no Able Bluntwithe, his uncle, mad? Trak smiled.
“Another thread of those memories of yours?” Mistress Nullia said as she entered the room from the opposite side.
Trak flinched as if hit. “Oh, I’m sorry. No. I just observed the Yellows over there. I now know the pose and word for cleaning dishes even though I’ve never had the opportunity to do it.”
“You need to remember how to do that. When you are out on assignment, you might find yourself having to fix your own meal in a camp somewhere.”
Trak shrank back, remembering the feeling of leaving the Guild, yesterday. “I don’t think I could leave the guild’s grounds.”
That made her nod her head. “We can fix that in time, Trak. Come, it’s time for the panel.”
As he followed Mistress Nullia out the door, Trak let out a silent sigh. A colored version of the truth might be the best strategy to use if he were to last out the day.
His anxiety increased with each step. She opened the door for him. A single chair faced the panel. Nullia took the final seat behind the table.
He looked for Honor and found her not sitting, but standing in the back. He forced his eyes to move past her.
“Trak Bluntwithe.” The Black Master, Riotro, stood and leaned on his hands placed precisely on the table. It looked like a pose to Trak. The man was young, for the leader of the Magicians Guild, maybe about the same age as Neel. He was shorter, but broader. What was the word that described him? Swarthy. He had the heaviest beard he had seen in Santasia even though he was clean-shaven. The man had very light blue eyes that burned with intensity. Riotro threw back his black hood and his bald head with its bushy fringe surprised him.
“Trak Bluntwithe, you have been judged worthy to ascend directly to a Master level that we will determine today. Are you ready to perform?”
He didn’t even think to put on pants beneath his robe. He squeaked out, “I am, Master Riotro.”
“You didn’t wear anything over your underclothes?” Mistress Nullia said with a sly smile. She reached down beneath the table and threw him a pair of breeches. “Put these on, and then entertain us with your poses.” She looked around the room. “It is a beautiful sight.”
She sounded like she meant it. Trak put his back to the panel and donned the breeches. They were cut just below his knees, but with a slit that went up above his knees a few inches. He tied the drawstring at the waist and removed his robe.
His body felt hot and he looked at the sheen of sweat on his arms. Trak couldn’t feel more nervous. He had to set all of his worries aside and do as Nullia said. He turned to face them and closed his eyes, finding that center as he had every time before. His body wanted to do sword forms, but Trak concentrated on his portfolio. In his mind, he opened the folio to the first page and assumed the form of the pose, with an innate grace that he knew he had. After than it was just a matter of letting the poses flow. He lost himself in the poses as he progressed through the book and at the end he added the pose that he had learned that morning.
Nullia’s laughter brought him out of his focus. “You even added the dish cleaning pose!” Nullia clapped and then the others followed, including an astonished looking Riotro.
“It is very unusual for a Yellow to remember the spells that brought them to the guild,” he said. “Nullia said you know the power words. Repeat them to me, without the poses of course.”
Trak put his robe on and sat on the chair. “I’m not sure how many I know.”
“Don’t worry I’ll do the counting,” Mistress Nullia said after a sly smile at Borega.
He closed his eyes and thought of the marks on the portfolio and recited all of the words. “I learned another this morning, Aket, as well as an alternate word for illumination, buckle.”
“Lukee is the better one,” Riotro said. “I’d rate him a low to mid purple. What say the rest of you?”
Trak heard them bicker for a few minutes. “Low-Purple,” the black master said. “That will go higher as Nullia and I teach you more words. In my memory, we’ve never had a purple of any level younger than thirty-one and that was me, Master Bluntwithe.”
Trak bowed his head. The trial was over, but there would be more before he could finally escape from the Magicians Guild, he had no doubt. Trak sat as they all filed out but he noticed that Honor had stayed behind.
He stood as she approached. “You have done well, Master Bluntwithe.” She had said that before, but Master had a different meaning then. “I am pleased that you retained so many of the spells that you learned from before.”
“So am I. No more scrubbing the floors,” he said, smiling as vacuously as he could. “I had my worries about today and could barely sleep last night, but they seemed unfounded.” He put the same emphasis on the worry word as she did. Her eyes widened. “I wish I could honor my tutor, but I can’t seem to remember who he was.”
“Perhaps it was a she.” Honor said. “You would have made him, or her, proud.” She nodded to him and left him alone in the room.
Trak sat back down and put his head in his hands. He’d feel as old as Coffun Cricket in a few days at this rate.
Borega put his head through the door to the council room. “Go to the commissary. We will celebrate your elevation.” Trak forced a smile and closed the door behind him as he left.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
THE GROUND SEEMED TO HEAVE as Valanna began to walk on the dock at the port of Tachium. She staggered when she stepped up on the stone walkway. Asem took her arm to help her up on the walkway and until she found her bearings.
Valanna could hear a muffled giggle behind, as Kulara must have enjoyed her discomfort. Asem’s wife had re-assumed her position as maid to Valanna once they disembarked. The relationship was thoroughly fictitious, however. Kulara was her strict taskmistress and Asem, the interested observer. Sometimes Valanna thought he showed up at their sessions just to look at his wife where Kulara’s beauty couldn’t be hidden.
At least the two Warishian’s relationship was unambiguous. They loved each other and when they were together, it showed. She wondered if she would ever find a partner that she could share as they did. Prince Nez couldn’t be a candidate since he had no idea what sharing meant. She made a sour face as they walked and decided that she would drink in the essence of Tachium.
Each city had its own flavor. Valanna had never found a city that really appealed to her. Tachium wouldn’t. She had developed a distinct aversion to the smell of the sea and Tachium reeked of the ocean. A broad flat delta, submerged at high tide, showed it’s muddy surface when the tide went out and the smell of whatever had died lately fell over the city like a burial shroud while they waited for the ship to unload its cargo before disembarking.
The Colcanans spoke a close variant of Pestlan, so Valanna had no problem listening to the calls and louder conversations of the people she passed. The people were darker than the Pestlans, at least in hair color, but not as dark as the desert people and that included Asem and Kulara. Her blond hair seemed to be as unique as their Warishian features.
She looked back at Kulara, who grinned at her, and then further behind as a sailor pushed a cart rented at the pier filled with their belongings. The twisting made her a little dizzy. She grasped Asem’s upper arm.
“I’m sorry, I looked back—“
“No need to be sorry. I’m a bit wobbly myself, but I’m more practiced at not showing it.” He graced her with a smile, no smirk from him.
She resisted another glance at Kulara, who she didn’t like as much as her husband. She turned her attentions to the architecture of the city. Once past the blocky stone warehouses, stores and taverns for sailors, they entered into a section of inns and shops more oriented to the city’s inhabitants.
The people held their emotions close. She saw laughing and joking on the docks, but that seemed to have disappeared. Perhaps the Colcanans were a morose lot. Honor would fit right in with these people, in fact Valanna wondered if she was originally from this country. Perhaps Asem might know.
“Do you know if Honor Fidelia was from Colcan?”
Asem lifted his eyebrows and nodded. “She is. You can tell from her last name. Colcanans use Pestlan first names and surnames that are more like Santasians. That is astute of you.”
“Not really, not if you met her. She could walk these streets with her severe face and not be noticed.”
“It is wise not to apply Pestlan or Warishian behavior to these people. They take their independence very seriously.”
Valanna hadn’t considered the political situation, but Asem would. She continued to let him lead her on until they came to a very presentable inn. The front was clean, steps scrubbed, with its windows washed. It bore the name, The Witch’s Tree, on a white sign. A tree with a door in gold leaf sat behind the name of the inn painted in bold black lettering.
“You wouldn’t get away with a name like that in Pestle,” she said.
Kulara laughed behind her. “Nor in Balbaam, if truth be told. Inns in our capital city like desert connotations. This might be called ‘the witches cave’ in Warish.”
Valanna had to smile. Kulara’s features might be more Colcanan than hers but Kulara’s easy laughter or vicious smirks betrayed the woman’s fiery emotions sitting right on the surface. She liked the Warish attitude more than the Colcanan one.
They stepped inside. Asem walked up to a counter and talked to a well-dressed man. Their sailor-servant stood just outside the door and looked at Asem. At a nod of the man behind the desk, well-dressed boys, perhaps Trak’s age or a little less, hustled to the sailor and began to pluck their bags from the cart.
“Follow me, please,” one of the boys said after conferring with the man at the desk.
The insides of the inn matched the outside. Thick rugs muffled the sounds of their passage through the lobby and up wide stairs to rooms above looking out over the stable yard of the inn. Valanna was shown to a two-bedroom suite. One nice bedroom and one much smaller that she assumed was for a servant.
Asem must have a room close by, but he kissed Kulara on the lips, out of sight of the waiting inn-servants and left them alone in the pleasant sitting room.
Valanna looked at Kulara and said, “Which room?”
She smiled seductively. Valanna knew what was on her mind. “I’ll take the one appropriate for the servant. If I need a larger bed, I know where to go and it won’t be there.” She nodded towards the larger bedroom. “Get unpacked. It’s time you learned a another pose while we have the time.”
Valanna began to lug her two bags into the larger room. “How many poses do you know?”
Kulara had her back turned to her carrying her own possessions. “As many as you will, plus a few I’ll never teach you.”
What a strange comment until Valanna thought about it for a bit. The woman would always structure her teaching so she never gave Valanna an advantage. She pressed her lips together and wished that she could speak with such confidence as Kulara, but also act to maintain an edge. Was she capable of thinking that way?
She narrowed her eyes as she unpacked. Perhaps there was more to learn from the woman than poses and words. Valanna began to think of what those things might be. She vowed to write them down. How to act, how to think. A new way of thinking of herself and how to react to her situation had just dawned on her, prompted by Kulara’s example. In some way, she felt liberated. The trick was to make that feeling last until the next moment or two when Kulara would begin her instructions again.
“Come into the sitting room when you are done,” Kulara said.
Valanna had just finished her unpacking. She wanted to snap back and say something to put Kulara in her place, but Valanna knew that Kulara was superior to her in many ways. So she walked into the room, with her new attitude of observation.
For the first time, Valanna realized she was taller than Kulara. That surprised her, since in her mind Kulara was the taller. She stood a little straighter.
“When we are on the road to Espozia, Asem will find camping spots where we can move off the road and practice more aggressively.”
“How many more poses?”
Kulara stared at Valanna. “How many do you know?”
“Eight, with words to match. You’ve seen me do them all.”
“I will teach you a few more until we leave.” Kulara shrugged. “Most magicians have enough magical strength to power about ten or fifteen poses. You’ll soon enough exceed that. How many did Honor Fidelia propose to teach you?”
Valanna searched her mind. “I don’t remember. She taught me five before I had to leave. Those were among the six I already knew. How many poses are there?”
“Basic ones? Over seventy, including variations of poses and power words.”
“But you said that most magicians know fifteen.”
“For many, less than that. It’s a matter of pose precision, concentration and the ability to draw power from the earth. For most magicians, they don’t have the power to make many poses work. Magicians can work together in groups and use the same pose. That can give them collectively the power that a master magician has by herself.”
“Can I learn fifty poses?”
Kulara looked at her accusingly, “Do you even want to?”
The words stung Valanna. “I do.”
Kulara shook her head. “You won’t learn them from me. I can’t manage more than forty, but I’ll teach you thirty.” She smiled.
That made sense to Valanna since Kulara had already said she wouldn’t teach her all she knew. “That’s twenty-two more than I already know. I’ll try to.”
Her instructor’s eyebrows rose. “No ‘try’?”
“Do. I’ll do it.”
Kulara’s smile seemed more genuine. “Then we’ll do it.”
~
The celebration didn’t really seem to be focused on Trak’s elevation. There were congratulations and introductions to more people than Trak could ever remember. He tried to look excited, but Trak had no idea what kind of an actor he was. Perhaps his trepidation seemed to be normal for one in his situation, but then what was normal if he was the youngest Purple ever?
Honor studiously avoided him. Trak took that as a good sign. The celebration lasted until lunch, which crowned the festivities. Trak sat with Mistress Nullia and Master Riotro at either side of him.
He kept his head down, concentrating on his meal most of the time as everyone had their own conversations going that didn’t include him. He came out of his shell when everyone clapped. A Yellow, acting as a server, set a purple cake with a candle burning on top right in front of him.
Everyone looked at him expecting a speech.
He sighed and stood. “I’m sure others have more to say than I do. I came here with my mind nearly gone and quite honestly can’t remember what I should say. Thank you all for your congratulations.” They all looked on expectantly and then Trak realized what it was they anticipated. He went through a few poses as he would forms and ended on one that expelled frigid air. He whispered the word of power and a stream of air from his finger, held close to the flame, blew out the candle and turned into snow that quickly melted on the stone floor.
All of the Masters laughed at his performance and clapped. He moved out of the way while a Yellow came to cut the cake into small pieces to be shared among Trak’s new peers.
He took Master Riotro aside. “What do I do now?”
“Take the day to contemplate, Bluntwithe. Tomorrow after breakfast, report to Nullia’s office. She will begin your next stage of education.”
Trak finished his cake and walked out, alone, finding the area where he had restored the ivy. Someone had already trimmed the ivy from the gravel-covered ground. He noticed the fragments of burned leaves left from cleaning the maze room.
He picked one up and sat on the bench, wondering what to do next, He stared at the wall, hoping for some inspiration, but nothing came to mind. He looked forward to learning more power words, since that was missing in his pose collection, but how could he keep from slipping up? A memory, an offhand reference to his life before the guild, and then his situation would be exposed. He wondered if he’d have to tattoo ‘worry’ on to his wrist or something.
Trak heard the grinding of gravel signaling that someone approached. Honor stuck her head into the area.
“I’m sorry to intrude, Master Bluntwithe.” He saw the ghost of a smile. “Do you mind if we chat for a few moments.”
His heart raced. He wanted her to be free from the guild like he had become. Trak would have to watch his words until she said something.
“We will be leaving soon,” she said, quietly. “An assignment that will take us beyond the walls of the guild, far beyond. Does that scare you?”
Trak wondered what he should say, but he decided he would maintain his role. “Of course. It is hostile territory outside of these walls. It is hostile territory outside of Espozia, isn’t it?”
“Not as hostile as you might have once thought, Master Bluntwithe,” her voice became barely a whisper, “We may be heading to another land. Be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.” She spoke more loudly, “Again I must congratulate you. Perhaps you might teach me one of your poses. You demonstrate them so beautifully, it’s more like something you would see come out of a dance studio.” She grasped his hand and squeezed it before she stood and left.
Trak sat looking blankly at the wall. He took a deep breath, and then smiled. He only had one thing to do to prepare, wear a shirt and trousers under his robes at all times.
~
That night, Trak barely slept, expecting a scratching at his door. The sun came up and disappointment filled him. The sooner he could leave the guild, the happier he would be.
After breakfast he sat on a bench in front of Mistress Nullia’s door. She still outranked him by virtue of the darker shade of purple that she wore. He really didn’t think his color made much difference inside of him. He still felt like a dirty Yellow in front of all of the Masters except for Honor. But as he thought about it, he felt like a Yellow in front of her, too.
Malena walked by and sat beside him. “I know I am but a worm compared to you, Master Bluntwithe. But thank you for letting me witness your esteemed rise.”
Trak snorted. “As if either of us had a choice in the matter.”
She looked a bit hurt by his statement. Trak had never been particularly smooth around girls and that included Val. This girl didn’t remind him at all of her. “I mean, I mean if you thought that my performance was worthwhile, then I’m glad you got to see it.” He smiled at her.
She bit her lip and nodded, and then gave him the smile that he knew would make her pretty. It did. She clutched his hand and shot up and hurried away.
Trak watched her go, and then he realized she had left a scrap of paper in his hand. He unrolled it and read:South end maze after session. H.
He stared at the note. Nullia opened the door, startling Trak so he quickly stuffed the paper in his mouth and began to chew.
“You didn’t get enough to eat for breakfast?” She looked more perturbed than angry.
Trak gulped the paper down. It had tasted awful. “I am ready now, Mistress.”
“Nullia, my dear. We are nearly equals in the guild, you know.”
“Not really,” Trak said.
She squinted at him. “And why is that?”
Trak began to sweat a bit. “I know so few things and have never been out of the guild’s grounds. You know more poses and power words than I do, even though I can dance through my poses.”
“Now that is as good an answer as any. You haven’t looked comfortable since your elevation.”
He shook his head.
“I can see why. Let’s try to ease your inner pain, shall we?”
She began the training with a lecture. “Formal poses are the starting point to advanced magic that only a select few know, Bluntwithe. There are a myriad variations but the art of our craft is to find how poses and power words interact.” She looked down from her window at the brick maze. “That is what the maze is for. You’ve used it, I heard. A growing spell?”
“That was after.”
“After what?”
“I burned an entire wall and cooked about all of the ivy. I remembered the pose of plant restoration and…” he shrugged.
Nullia laughed and bobbed her head up and down. “Exactly, I think it would be wise for you to take an assignment outside of the walls. I don’t have the time, but I’ve decided to assign a Dark Red to accompany you along with a Yellow to take as a servant. Don’t worry.” She spoke worry with emphasis. “They will take care of you.”
Trak bent down to look at his hands. He didn’t want to reveal whatever emotions played on his face, since he didn’t know how he felt about that. Nullia was free as well. He took a deep breath and looked up. “When do I leave?”
“Now would do,” she said.
~
Trak didn’t waste any time. He had the breeches and two shirts underneath his robes as well as his extra pair of sandals. He had nothing else to bring.
The south end of the maze backed up against a taller wall. He couldn’t see any of the guild buildings from where they stood. Honor stood, talking to Malena.
Honor nodded to him, back to her stern manner. “We leave now, through this door.” She posed and the outline of a door appeared in the wall. “Quickly.”
He let Malena precede him and then went through himself into an alleyway not much wider than the space between the maze and the wall. Honor followed and looked up and down the alleyway, and then assumed the same pose. Her word closed the door. Trak recognized the pose, but didn’t ever learn the word or how it was used in this instance.
Malena threw off her robe and stuffed it in a bag that she had worn underneath her robe. Trak recognized the dress. Honor did the same.
“I didn’t have a bag to bring,” he said.
“Throw it on the ground.” Honor quickly posed a transfer spell. Trak nearly asked her where she sent it, but he didn’t dare since she took off in Malena’s direction. He followed the other two. He dearly wished he had his sword. He’d feel much more comfortable, even though he could use magic to defend them.
Trak wasn’t very familiar with this part of Espozia even though it was still on the Estia side, so he just followed the two women as they walked briskly through alleys and crossed busy streets and walked down the street with barely another person in sight.
Malena looked behind her and ducked inside the door of a modest two-story house in a row of others just like it.
Trak closed the door as soon as he entered and sat down on a bench in the tiny foyer.
“Get up, we’re not at our hiding room, yet,” Honor said as she hurried down a basement stairway in front of Malena. She opened a closet door in the basement and descended, yet again, into a furnished sub-basement.
Malena sat down on a settee. Honor leaned against an empty fireplace and breathed deeply. Trak stood despite his relief that they finally had stopped running.
“I suppose you know that I’m not under the guild’s spell, and what’s with Nullia?”
Malena looked up at him. “She’s a Colcanan.”
“What’s that got to do with it?”
Honor gave Trak a curt smile. “I’m a Colcanan. Malena is, too. We are always at war with the Espozia Magicians guild, even if they don’t know it.”
Trak suddenly felt like a little ball being bounced back and forth between people more powerful than himself. “So am I still a prisoner, but with a different group?”
“Do you feel like a prisoner?” Honor said.
“No. I did feel like a prisoner in Dalistro’s house.”
She nodded. “You were. Once Dalistro left, you became exposed, so I told the Guild where you were and then brought you here.”
“Why didn’t you just bring me here? It would have saved weeks of mindlessness.”
“Education, Trak. You need to know what the Santasian Magicians Guild is really like. Now you do.”
“I do, indeed. I loved the days kneeling on cold stone floors and steps scrubbing.”
Honor threw her hand towards him. “It kept you in shape. Malena told me you turned your duties into forms. Very clever.”
That brought a blush. Malena had been spying on him all this time.
“What about Borega?”
Malena giggled. “He is easy to manipulate.” She batted her eyelashes. “It would have been harder without him. Yellows don’t approach Purples.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“You didn’t spend enough time in the guild to know, and that’s just useless knowledge for you.”
Trak furrowed his brow as he realized something. “You’re better than any Red.”
Honor gave him a full smile. “I am at least as powerful as Nullia.”
“So you know how to dissemble and with the two of you,” he looked at Malena, “three of you, if you get caught up in the capture spell, you can tell the other to use ‘worry’. Very good.” He smiled himself.
“I still don’t know how you remembered your spells,” Honor said. “Malena said you mentioned threads of memory.”
“I did. They would come, triggered by a thought or something else and when I followed them in my mind, they just broke.” He shrugged.
“Impressive, your entire time at the guild was impressive, but now they know that you are as powerful as any of them, we will be sought out.”
“Can’t you go back?”
Malena shook her head. “We will never go back to the guild, nor will you.”
“Not as a guild member,” Honor said. She walked across the room to a small buffet. Trak didn’t notice that food and drink had been set out. “Eat and drink. We will rest until dark, and then start our journey to Colcan.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
THE CASTLE SHOOK AND SHUDDERED with Prince Nez’s anger. His father finally summoned him to his personal chambers.
“Get over it, Nez,” King Marom said. “She has gone with your uncle Asem to Espozia. And a good thing, if you ask me. She is still useful to Warish and if you spoil her like you do all of your other playthings, she won’t be.”
“How is she useful to you?” Nez knew that Asem had betrayed him. If he had in this, then he had other times in other ways. He couldn’t keep a sneer off of his face.
“She knows what the Bluntwithe boy looks like, for one. Do you?”
His father now disrespected him. Nez narrowed his eyes. “Of course not. He’s just another Pestlan brat.”
“And this girl isn’t?”
Nez drew back. His father had struck a nerve. Of course she was, but he wouldn’t give his father the point. “She is blonde and pretty. She also knows magic.”
“And that makes her a better lover? Asem said she was only a fair magician.”
Nez pouted. He knew he didn’t look very forceful when he did, but his father was right again.
“Very well. I can find others.”
Marom laughed. “You already have, I know.”
His father knew everything. No, he didn’t know everything.
“Go and cease your destructive behavior. Asem will return with the girl and if you feel the same way, we will talk about it then. You may go.”
Nez stalked out of his father’s chambers in no better mood than when he went in. He would show him who the better man was. He sequestered himself in his tower and drew out the letter from its hiding place and re-read it.
He might be a bit emotional, but Nez considered himself smart enough to read between the lines of writing. The author was not a native Warishian. A country, un-named, wanted to place him on the throne of Warish. All he had to do were a few little jobs. His father didn’t understand him and the lure of the Pestlan throne didn’t really move him. To rule over all Warish did, however.
The letter wanted a reply within a week through a certain person in an embassy. Nez would think about it a bit more, only to show that he wasn’t too eager. He knew otherwise, but his soon-to-be-partners didn’t. He’d show his father and that traitor Asem. They were as good as gone.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
WHY ASEM DIDN’T HIRE A CARRIAGE CONFOUNDED VALANNA and she didn’t think horsemen traveled any better than sailors. Her backside and thighs were very sore, very. The pain lessened as they traveled, but she still hobbled when they stopped for breaks and at night. At least her stomach didn’t protest.
Kulara hadn’t insisted on learning new poses the first three days of travel. Valanna didn’t think her body could hold any kind of position for more than a moment or two. However, they spent the third night in an inn, after sleeping under the stars the first two nights.
Asem laid out a map on their table in the common room at breakfast. This inn wasn’t anything to compare to The Witch’s Tree in Tachium. 
“Where are we headed?” Valanna asked Asem.
“Our first stop is here,” he pointed to a city called Bitrium. “There is a magician’s college, the best in the country. I need to get some information on Honor Fidelia.”
“What is there that I can’t tell you about the woman?” Valanna said. She tried to figure out how many days to Bitrium. It looked like four or five with only one sizeable town along the way.
Asem continued to look at the map, and then looked up at her from his seat. “Where is she really from? How strong is she in magic? What are her real alliances? Did she ever spend time in Espozia? If she did, the Magicians Guild likely captured her. Captured magicians are rarely seen again since they sort of blend in with all the rest. Are any Pestlans, that escaped to Espozia, in that guild. Do the Colcanan magicians have any way to communicate magically? If so, that will save us a long trip to Espozia. Is that enough, or should I go on?”
He had never been so sharp with her. Did he have a fight with Kulara last night? 
“Ah, I see by your face that you thought me rude.”
“Perhaps,” Valanna said.
“I might have been, a little. In my line of work, the more you know about the background of a person, the better prepared you are when you meet them. You might remember that.”
Valanna nodded her head as she sat down. “There is so much I need to learn.”
“Don’t overwhelm yourself, but pick things up as you go,” He said in a more conciliatory manner. “Feel free to ask questions; just don’t be upset if I give you information that might not be very pleasant. All right?”
“All right.” She smiled. Asem now had a new place in her new plan of becoming educated.
~
Valanna had worked most of the pain and irritation away, so by a night or two away from Bitrium, she asked Kulara for a lesson.
Kulara led her away from the camp to a little hollow. There weren’t many trees about. “Can you conjure a light globe?”
“Like this?” Valanna produced a nice bright little ball.
“How long will it last?”
Valanna tried to remember. “About twenty minutes. I haven’t created one of those in some time.”
“Good. Your lesson will take twenty minutes long or until the light goes out,”
They didn’t have a clock with them, so it would have to be when the globe dissipated, thought Valanna.
“Did you write a list of the poses that you know?”
Valanna had written the list in the last inn they stayed at the previous night and demonstrated each pose to Kulara’s satisfaction. She pulled it out of her pocket and presented it to Kulara, who read the list under the light of the little globe.
Kulara straightened out the tunic she wore over riding pants, very similar to the outfit that Valanna wore. “This pose is for pulling water out of the air. You need a container and it helps to have a wand or even a little stick to collect the water. The power word is ‘dowa’.”
“Dowa.” Valanna nodded.
Kulara looked around on the ground and found a length of dried grass. It looked just like a straw. She showed Valanna the pose and pointed the stick towards the ground. “Dowa.” Kulara didn’t use much concentration and the stick began to collect the water in the air. Valanna saw it drip down from the straw and make a small puddle.
“Got it?”
Valanna closed her eyes and committed the pose to memory. She took a pencil out of her pocket and found a little dip in the ground. She assumed the pose.
“Your pose looks good to me.”
“Dowa.” Valanna said with more force that Kulara. She could feel the air get sucked towards the pencil and the water began to flow as if it was on a spigot. The air began to feel dry so she stood up to close the spell.
“Now, do it again,” Kulara said. “Let’s see if you can make it drip like my attempt.”
Valanna assumed the position again and spoke the word without much force. She achieved the same kind of dripping action that Kulara asked for.
“Good. Now if you are in a land like Colcan, you can always use that spell to get water. It won’t work as well in the Arid Lands because there is not as much water in the air. Using more force will get more water, but the moisture will also be drawn from your skin. People have died of desiccation, drying out too much, when using that spell at the wrong time. Always be aware of what your spell does and where it draws it effect. I want you to spend the rest of your evening thinking about that. Can you extinguish your light?”
Valanna nodded. “I just touch it.” She did so, leaving them in the dark. Kulara led the way back to the camp while Valanna continued to think about the consequences of spells. When they had some time in Bitrium, she would write down the intended effects and the possible unintended effects of spells. With her new way of thinking and the perspective Kulara had just given her, she realized that there was so much more to magic than she thought. She regretted that her father had a stroke before she really came into her magic. Communications were so difficult and Valanna only picked up the very basics of magic. Her uncle never knew much and mostly used her as a servant.
She laid out her bedroll on the other side of the embers that had once been their cook fire. She could hear murmurings from Asem and his wife, but soon all she noticed were the sounds of night birds and insects.
The morning light woke Valanna up, but she found she couldn’t move. She tried to cry out to Asem, but she couldn’t even lift her head.
“Ah, the last one wakes up,” she heard a woman say out of her range of vision. “Time to go.” Valanna saw a Colcanan face come into view. “We know you practice magic, dearie. Magic without a permit is a violation of our law. Since you are close to Bitrium and you three are a very interesting trio, we will take you there and decide what to do.”
Valanna was lifted up on her horse. She couldn’t move her eyes, only open and shut her eyelids. A man tied her to the horse with her head on the side of the horse’s neck and the ground moving past her was all she could see until the rhythm of the horse’s gait lulled her to sleep.
She woke again, back in possession of her body. Valanna smelled cooking and looked around. Her hands were now tied together at the wrists. Their captors consisted of two women and three men.
“Hey,” she said.
“Say nothing.” Asem was tied up, hands and feet, next to her.
She struggled to a sitting position. Kulara glared at her. “They found us through that light you made.”
“You asked me to make it, as I recall,” Valanna said.
“Say nothing,” Asem said again. “Both of you.”
“And what have you to hide?” The woman, who obviously led the group, said. She wore her dark hair long with a blue streak on each side of her face.
“Nothing. We have nothing to hide.”
The woman lowered on her haunches. “Two Warish, if I guess correctly, and a Pestlan traveling to Bitrium practicing magic in the middle of the night?”
“It wasn’t the middle of the night,” Valanna said. “You know that.”
Asem glared at her.
The woman grinned. “I do.”
“Can’t two women go out into the fields and relieve themselves?” Kulara said. “You saw a small torch and found the ground wet, did you not?”
“We saw a magic light.”
Valanna could hear the uncertainty in the woman’s voice.
“Then why are you headed to Bitrium?”
Asem groaned, and then sat up. He glared at his wife. “I am seeking information about one of your witches.”
“Do you have her name?”
“I do. Honor Fidelia.”
Valanna saw the woman’s eyes widen a bit. She smoothed her face. “I’ve never heard of her.”
“Well, I guess that’s why we haven’t asked you,” Asem said evenly. “I know someone who will have heard of her in Bitrium. Since we are heading where you are taking us, why don’t you take off our bonds?”
“I suspect that you all know your poses. If I am wrong, you will be a bit uncomfortable on our trip. If I am right, then I don’t want my friends and me to be littered along the way.”
Asem nodded. “Perhaps we can have something to eat. It would make our trip less uncomfortable.”
~
What would Dalistro think with Trak gone from his house?  The man would certainly check the guild next. Three magicians would have vanished. Well, not exactly vanished, Trak thought. At least now they were days away from Espozia.
They traveled as a mother and her two children. Malena didn’t look anything like Trak, but then she was pretty enough that no one probably cared about Trak. Now that they traveled together, he could see that she was a bit older than Val, perhaps only two or three years or so older than Trak. Since they traveled as family, they shared rooms in inns and the odd farm that would take them in. Trak saw more of Malena than he expected, but it didn’t seem to bother the girl. She had likewise seen more of Trak, but she didn’t seem embarrassed about that either.
So Trak just appreciated the view and tried his best to make their trip as smooth as possible. Honor, on the other hand, treated them both like unruly children. The one redeeming development was that Trak now wore his old sword and he had his portfolio safely tucked into a saddlebag. Honor wouldn’t let him take it out and he had to agree not to touch it until they reached Colcan.
The sword would distract anyone from thinking they were magicians, but the book would confirm it. Escaped magicians were treated ‘unevenly’ in Santasia as Honor had said. Some would just as soon see them on their way and others would try to hold them for the guild. The southern guilds were less possessive than those closer to Espozia. Keeping a low profile seemed the best approach and Trak agreed with that.
Night had fallen and Trak stirred the glowing embers with a stick. Malena had retired and Honor sat with Trak. Both of them looked into the fire.
“How did you escape from the guild?” Trak said.
Honor looked up and smiled faintly. “Nullia. I tested well as most Colcanans do, but Nullia had freed me before any classification. I started as a Green with my memories intact. Then I maintained a slow rise to Red and then asked to be assigned as a spy in Pestle.”
“What about Malena?”
“She made the mistake of following a boy she loved into southern Santasia. It wasn’t a good match. She used her magic to get even when she finally caught up with him being intimate with a Santasian girl. The girlfriend called the guild and Malena was the Yellow who you met. Only after she witnessed your performances did Nullia and I finally free her. She had a rough time coming out of the spell, but we left soon after she finally came to terms with her real identity. It’s harder for some than for others.”
Trak rubbed his head. “I won’t forget how disoriented I was. Emerging memories were painful.”
“For a few, it drives them mad. They must be re-captured and their minds erased to survive.”
“Why didn’t the guild re-capture you?”
“They never knew I was free, until a few days ago. They sent me to Pestledown, looking for strong magicians to waylay.”
“So Dalistro isn’t one of your scouts?”
Honor chuckled, a low-throated sound. “No. I don’t know what his game is and neither does the guild. That’s why they waited until he’d be gone for a few months before they captured you.”
That fact didn’t sit too well with Trak. “So you were in on it the entire time?”
“Dalistro plays his own game, I play my own within the confines of the Magicians Guild, until lately, and within the strictures of the Magicians College in Bitrium.”
“Where does that leave me?”
Honor played with the fire for a moment and then looked at him. “Where do you want to be?”
“With my fathers.”
“You have two?”
“Neel Cardswallow and Able Bluntwithe.”
“Ah, Able.” Honor said. “The Pestlan rebels. I’ve never met Able, but Neel has always been a very likable rogue.”
Trak suddenly realized that he was fully at sea without a steering rudder. “Is Esmera a rebel?”
“She is and most of your friends, but the situation is complicated in Pestledown. There are rebels and then there are the factions supporting the rebels.”
“There is more than one?”
She nodded. “Coffun Cricket is in the pocket of the Santasians. The Santasians thought I was in the pocket of the Magician’s Guild. Snively is in his own pocket or for a faction yet to be determined, though he is generally thought to be most closely allied with Neel’s goals.”
“Neel and Able?”
“Freelancers wanting magic restored to the land. They all sort of work together. The Warishian spies are working with the government and the suborned institutions to effect a bloodless coup.”
“Valanna?” Trak said.
“Valanna, Podor Feely and your Pestlan king’s chamberlain, among many others, are in Warishian pockets. They have the most agents, including highly placed academicians and even influential clergy.”
Trak just shook his head in wonder. “I was lucky.”
“We were lucky. Dalistro spirited us away at a highly critical time. You are a very important piece that everyone wants in their pocket or—“
“They want me dead.”
“Yes, dead. Dalistro recognized this and provided you with a continuance of your education and weapons training. I think you astounded him, quite frankly.”
“Neel’s doing. He taught me the forms.”
“Your doing. Your forms are perfect. It’s a gift that is rarely given. You did incredibly well in the guild, did you know that?”
“I don’t know what I know, but I worked hard to keep from being caught. I had no idea what was happening and wouldn’t with the spell or without it.”
“And that was your greatest defense. How could you slip up, being as ignorant as you were?”
“Not too ignorant. I remembered the ‘worry’ word.”
She smiled into the fire. It made her look younger, nearly pretty, for an older woman. “With a little help. You are most interesting. Your ‘threads’ as you described them and remembering the spells made it easy for you to move among them. While you tried to piece together your past life, your prodigious memory hid any errors that you might have made. Nullia was fooled.”
It was Trak’s turn to chuckle. “It was a close thing.”
She shook her head. “Not really, I would have stolen into your room and lifted the cursed spell myself, if I had to.”
Her comment shook Trak a little. His great accomplishment had an unknown back-up plan. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“What happens next? I’ve just been following you.”
“We go to Bitrium for a bit more instruction and then we can develop a new set of plans. Right now we don’t know what has developed in Pestle since we’ve been gone.”
“But they won’t know anything more than we do.”
Honor scrunched up her shoulders. “Would you like to know a secret?”
Trak had to roll his eyes. Everything seemed like a secret to him, but he urged Honor on. 
“There is a pose that two people can make that links them. Once linked they can talk to each other from any distance.”
“You’ve told your countrymen that I’m with you?”
She shook her head. “No. The link is rather uncomfortable since the two linked are in each other’s thoughts constantly. We generally only use married couples… happily married couples.”
“So there is a spouse in Bitrium and a spouse in Pestledown?”
Honor nodded. “There is.”
“Do I know either one?”
“You do, Leaf Gougepenny. That’s not her real last name, of course, but we spies help each other. I paid some extra coins to Cricket to get him to assign you to her. She confirmed to us that your story was accurate. You really were illiterate.”
“I was. I’m not now.”
“No. You’ve learned a lot, but there is more to teach you.”
Trak yawned. “I know. There’s a lot everyone needs to teach me, but it will have to wait until tomorrow.”
Honor yawned in response to his. “Then, we learn more tomorrow.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
THE BONDS BEGAN TO REALLY HURT VALANNA’S WRISTS when they finally reached Bitrium. Asem just whistled a tune as they approached Bitrium. She didn’t understand and couldn’t share in his positive attitude. Her quandary dropped to the back of her mind as they approached the city and she began to notice its unique character. Dark stone towers reached into the sky, all but the tallest of them capped with steep black cones. The only embellishments that she could see were vertical lines running up the towers. The severity of Colcan expressed itself more plainly here than any other place they had passed through.
She noticed the eyes of one of her captors observing her. He narrowed his eyes as he spoke, “I advise you to be on your best behavior. We don’t tolerate foreign magicians in our guildhouse, unlike the Espozians.”
Valanna didn’t need to be reminded as they rode under an unguarded gate. Windows on the tall buildings on either side of the road looked down from the second floor. She wondered about the blank walls on the first floor, looking from side to side for at least a door.
“Defense,” Asem said from her side, a smile lifting the sides of his mouth. “This is what we would call a killing zone if this were a fort in Warish. It’s not uncommon in our country and I’m surprised to see one here in this school.”
“You are correct, Warishian,” a Colcanan said from behind them. “We have fought for our school against the Santasians many times in our history.”
“I don’t remember any recent wars between your two states,” Asem said. 
“Not recently, no, but the school is over a thousand years old. The first tower was built by the first Colcanan.”
“Who was from Santasia, if my history tells me correctly?”
The man in the back didn’t respond.
Valanna wondered what Misson Dalistro’s version of Colcanan history would be like? She never knew since she had never spent a lot of time working with him.
They entered into a large courtyard. It looked like a larger version of the road they had just been riding on; no windows or doors at the bottom level except for a large iron gate immediately in front of them.
The Colcanan leader rode quickly across the courtyard and conferred through a peephole in the gate. She sauntered back and raised her arm. The gate began to open and they proceeded to enter the actual city of Bitrium. Valanna wondered what had made these people so paranoid? 
The road on the other side looked more like the kinds of cities that she knew. People thronged the streets buying and selling from shops and open stalls. She did notice the extra attention her group received as they moved slowly toward the concentration of towers. All of the buildings were made out of various colors of gray stone. With all of the added activity, the city still remained dour.
Another wall, similar to the one that circled the city, appeared as they turned a corner in the road. Valanna looked over at Asem, who seemed intent on studying the fortifications. They went through another of those killing grounds and entered a courtyard. Men and women dressed in dark gray stood around them as they stopped.
“Off,” their escort said. She turned to those assembled. “We caught two Warishians and a Pestlan woman on the road, heading for Bitrium. The two women practiced magic in a field and that attracted our attention.”
Asem looked very relaxed for being called a criminal. Kulara’s eyes darted from face to face and the way she twisted her hands in her bonds, Valanna could tell she was ready to fight her way out.
“What do you have to say for yourself?” one of the men in gray said, as he walked over to Asem.
“I say get these ropes off of me, old friend.”
The man grinned. “I’m sure the experience did you some good, somewhere in that old Ferezanan body.” He assumed a pose and said a word that Valanna couldn’t understand and Asem’s bonds parted.
Asem dismounted. His senseless hands still dangled from his wrists, but that didn’t seem to matter when the two men threw their arms around each other and laughed.
~
Valanna had expected to be roughly handled and hustled off to a dungeon deep underneath one of the tallest towers. She looked at Kulara, who didn’t look very pleased.
“It would be nice if my husband confided in me just a little more,” she said. “He has friends and contacts everywhere and, it seems, Bitrium has been affected by Asem’s charm, as well.”
Charm wasn’t the first word that came to Valanna’s mind when thinking of Asem. Sinister, dangerous, risk-taker was more consistent with her image of the man. She watched Asem move a bit away from his friend as he argued with the leader of the group that took them captive. 
The animated discussion continued as Asem sauntered over to his wife and Valanna. “Berin is a former contact that I had, before Marom led the country. I’ve always kept in touch with him. I had hoped to arrive in Bitrium under less…” he paused and looked around the courtyard, “antagonistic circumstances. He has news of Pestle.”
“Are we going to stand here forever?” Kulara said. “And what exactly is my role here?”
Asem grinned and put his arm around his wife, but Kulara didn’t respond. “We are man and wife in Bitrium. Valanna is a refugee from the Warish court. It is best to use the truth whenever you can.”
She glared at him and then relaxed. “You do have your own ways, Asem.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek while Valanna was lost, her newly won confidence frayed a bit.
Their captors finally mounted and rode out of the courtyard, leaving their horses and belongings. 
Asem’s friend, Berin, walked up to them. “I am sorry. These are tense times and I apologize for our scouts. Normally, you would have been asked to register in the city, but...” he shrugged.
“Nothing that bandages and a few days might cure,” Asem said. His words reminded Valanna of her painful wrists, which the surprising events had done a good job of pushing to the back of her mind.
“Come and let’s get quarters in my tower.”
“You have a tower?” Valanna blurted out.
“I don’t own one, my dear.” He smiled at Valanna and she wondered what she saw in his face. Friendliness? Trust? Berin certainly didn’t seem to be hiding anything. “Leave the horses. I’ll have your things delivered to your rooms.” He left them for a moment and conferred with a man holding horse reins.
Valanna still felt exposed and dirty, riding for two days with her hands tied, needing help to mount and unmount, and then suddenly, freedom. Berin motioned to Asem, who took his wife’s hand. Only two women dressed in dark gray accompanied them, walking a few paces behind.
“It’s time for you to freshen up, Valanna. Tonight, we will talk about our next step and find out what is happening since we left Balbaam.”
Berin led them between towers and tall buildings that had to be five stories high until he climbed a few steps and walked through a large door. Valanna looked up and failed to see the top of this particular tower. The stripes that she had seen from outside the city were made up of lines of stone blocks that poked out from the wall. It still made the towers look severe and she wondered why they would adhere to a single style of architecture for hundreds of years.
The first floor was cavernous. The ceiling must have been at least thirty feet high. Polished stone floors made footsteps echo off the polished stone walls. She couldn’t help get the impression of solidity and strength, but it began to make her intimidated.
Valanna stopped in the center of a foyer that must have taken up half of the floor. She closed her eyes and clutched her hands into fists and vowed not to become intimidated. She blinked open and rushed to their little group. The Colcanan women had passed her by and no one had seemed bothered.
They stopped at a bank of doorways. Valanna counted six doorways.
“These are lift shafts,” Berin said. “This tower is twenty-two stories high and we get up and down using lifts. It’s a simple enough pose and you can get to the desired level by using a specific power word. I brought Marta and Deeda to escort you to your rooms and teach you the lift spell. That sixth door is a practice shaft; it only goes up two more floors. We were told if you stay that you all have sufficient capability to learn the pose and key words. I must make other preparations for your stay with us. We will have dinner on your floor. There is a dining room at the front that looks over the little square at the entrance.” He bowed to them and stood in the shaft. Berin assumed a pose and said a word and lifted out of sight.
“Amazing, isn’t it?” Kulara said. The walk seemed to have eliminated her ill humor.
Valanna looked uncertainly at the lift shafts, but then lifted her chin. She would conquer the fear she currently felt. The woman who introduced herself as Marta took her hand and they stepped in.
“You see this disk? Stand on it.”
Valanna noticed a thick wooden disk about four feet in diameter and stood in the center. Marta pushed her a little to the side. The woman stood straight and held her hands straight out from her wrists, arms stiff, palms down. “Tenasee,” she said. The disk began to rise without a wobble and rose up.
“You are now nineteen floors above the ground floor,” Marta said. “You can step off.”
The inside of the shaft had a ’19’ painted next to the door. After she stepped off, Marta put her hands on her knees with a finger pointing at the disk and crouched. “Porta” The shaft disappeared from view. “The descend pose is a bit harder than the ascend one, but it is the same no matter what level you are on. Tenasee is for the nineteenth floor and works the same in any of our towers.”
Valanna looked at the doorway. “How do you bring a disk up?”
Marta smiled. “Both index fingers pointing down in to the shaft will bring one to you, if you say ‘Besso’. The lift will stay there until commanded with another pose.”
“And if I want to go from the fifteenth level to this one, I still use Tenasee?”
“Smart girl! Yes, the power word takes you to a prescribed height. That’s why they are all basically built the same, except for height. Let me show you to your room.”
“Are Asem and Kulara on this same floor?”
Marta nodded her head. “This is a floor for visitors only. We are strict about such things at the Magician’s College. Please don’t go to other levels without an escort.”
Valanna responded with what she hoped was a smile. The institution seemed to be run by strict rules. Just how strict, she guess she’d find out soon enough.
~
“I have a nice room,” Valanna said to Kulara at dinner. “It has a bathroom with a toilet and a basin with running water. I’ve never heard of poses that would do that.” They stood at a window admiring the view. Valanna looked out through windows set in the deep part of the vertical runnels of the tower. She had never seen such a sight from so high. The towers in Balbaam were only five stories high, no higher than the other buildings that she had passed entering Bitrium. The city, from nearly four times higher, looked small beneath her with people the size of insects scurrying from place to place. She felt like a bird flying above Bitrium.
Kulara grinned. “I tried to get Deeda to tell me the poses and words, but she said she didn’t know them. The Colcanans keep all of these secrets to themselves. So we only know how to get down and get back up to this level. I never thought there could be such innovation, but there is. The only way to survive towers so tall is to have a way to get people up and down without walking hundreds of steps every day.” She, too, looked out at the city darkening in the fading twilight.
Valanna laughed. “But think of how the magicians here would be in very good physical shape.”
“Indeed.”
Berin had invited two older Colcanan magicians to sit next to each of the women and they all sat when the pair arrived together. They were both men dressed in the ubiquitous dark gray but at least the clothes were made with differing styles. Asem’s dining partner was his old friend, Berin.
A young woman and boy, dressed in a light gray, served them a covered plate of food. They opened wine bottles and set them on the table along with glasses before they bowed and left. The way they looked at the older men, she thought they might be important members of the College.
“So, I hear you are an accomplished magician,” the man at her side said.
“I am Valanna Sleekbottle,” she said extending her hand. Sleekbottle wasn’t her real last name, but she didn’t feel like telling it to this man who just talked to her without introducing himself.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Everyone in Bitrium knows us as Service,” he pointed with a quick up tilt with his chin to the man who sat across the table and next to Kulara, “and Willing,” he pointed to himself.
“Those are plain names.”
Willing nodded. “We take on a new first name when we reach a certain level of training. Berin is getting close. Our training and practice never ends.” He smiled at their host who bowed his head in return. Willing certainly put on a jovial front.
Valanna realized that Honor’s first name might very well indicate a high level of training since she was a Colcanan. She would have to ask Marta if she saw her again.
Berin stood. “We are pleased to have two Deans of the College with us, tonight. Please accept our hospitality as humble as it is.”
The three Colcanan put their hands on the dull metal domes covering their plates. Valanna looked at Asem who did the same thing. Valanna put out her hands and did the same. Kulara didn’t look very comfortable.
Berin said, “May the gods give us strength.”
The two deans repeated his words and then Valanna repeated the words close behind them. Berin lifted the cover and Valanna followed the deans. She looked down at the gray boiled meat surrounded by boiled potatoes and some orange root vegetable. It looked tasteless. Kulara couldn’t help make a face, while Asem just looked amused by it all. Valanna wondered what the wine would taste like and expected the worst. She wasn’t disappointed.
She wondered what kind of culture these people created and conversely what kind of people this culture produced. The men talked in a relaxed, friendly way, but Valanna detected a sinister undercurrent. Maybe not sinister, but arrogant? Superior? She didn’t think she could trust them like Asem.
After the bland dinner, Berin and the other two men wished to meet alone with Asem. Kulara joined Valanna in her room.
Kulara sat on Valanna’s bed as Valanna went to the window, looking down at the pinpoints of light in the city below.” I don’t trust them,” Valanna said. “Asem seems to be quite taken with Berin and the other two Deans.”
“Don’t be fooled, my girl. Asem has known Berin for many years and he will be careful about what he tells them. We are not among enemies, but we are not among friends.”
Valanna put her hand against the window frame. “Why did we come here, anyway? I thought we were going to Espozia.”
“Asem knows what he is doing. The Colcanans have an extensive network of spies throughout Santasia. It is better to work with the Colcan magicians than against them, at least that is what he told me last night.”
Valanna shook her head with a touch of dismay. She had decided to take charge of her life and do what she could to eradicate her inner fears and now they were nearly prisoners, up in a tower without the means to escape.
“I suppose there is nothing to do.”
“Just wait. We won’t be stuck up here for the rest of our lives. In the morning, we will be allowed to go out into the city.”
“And if they withdraw their offer?”
Kulara pursed her lips and walked to the door. “Then we will face tomorrow. You don’t have to be so pessimistic, Valanna.”
“I’m just trying to anticipate events a bit more. It helps me fend off the fear.”
The older woman gazed at Valanna for a moment. “I had better start anticipating more, then. Believe me, I’m not so sanguine about Santasia.”
~
Valanna yawned and went into the bathroom to get ready for the day. She spent a few minutes looking out the window at the dour city. She heard a knock on the door and opened it.
Marta stood in front of her. She looked defensive. “I’m sorry. I am to instruct you not to use the lifts.”
“Why?”
“Don’t worry. It’s just until another set of visitors come.”
“Why should that affect our mobility?”
“I shouldn’t tell you, but one of them might be known to your party.”
“Do you know their name?”
She shook her head. “Just enjoy the view for today. There is breakfast arrayed in the dining room. You are free to move about this level.” She bowed and left Valanna standing at the door.
How could she anticipate this?  She didn’t know anyone from Colcan except for Honor Fidelia. Honor. Was she a Dean? Her name was like the foolish names that the Deans had taken. 
If Honor were arriving, then, at least, she would know where they were keeping Trak in Espozia. She thought that Asem would happily be left wandering around their floor if he could get the latest information. Asem had still kept silent about his ultimate aims for Trak. 
She could ask him. That’s what she’d do so she could figure out how she could affect her own future. Maybe Kulara would be willing to teach her another pose today, but right now, her stomach needed a bit of attention and the dining room would be her next stop.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
THE TOWN OF GORINZA LOOKED A BIT DIFFERENT from all of the others they had moved quickly through. Honor or Malena always bought supplies since Trak spoke with a bit of a Pestlan accent and had lighter hair. None of them wanted to attract any attention, but they all desperately wanted a cooked meal.
Honor led them into a restaurant, much too small to be a tavern or an inn. They all sat down on one of the few tables in the intimate establishment and an older woman, perhaps the owner, came in to take their order. She stopped to gawk when she recognized Honor’s face.
“Honor, it is so nice to see you again! It’s been so long,” the woman said in Pestlan. The woman put her hand to her mouth and said the same thing in Santasian. “What has brought you here and who are these people?” She looked at Malena and Trak with concern.
“It is all right, Sunbeam, these are friends of mine, but we won’t bother with names, shall we?”
“No, no.” The woman’s forehead broke out with a sheen of sweat. “For my mistake, the food is free.”
Honor snorted. “It would be free anyway.”
The woman bowed. “Of course. I only have a chicken stew ready immediately, but I have bread baked fresh this morning.”
Fresh bread. It had been a week since they had ventured into a town long enough to eat.
“Are you in touch with Vintner?” 
The names were not Santasian. He looked more closely at their hostess and now noticed a lighter complexion than a typical Santasian. The woman must have been a Colcanan. Perhaps a spy? 
The woman nodded. “Let him know that I am taking a male person of interest and a former guild member to Bitrium. We should be there in a week or so. Now treat us as if you don’t know us.”
“I will, Miss,” Sunbeam said. “Would you like a bit of ale or wine with your meal?
“Wine,” Malena said. 
“Ale for me.” Trak wondered if they could have some food for their trip, but after their meal, the woman brought out a pot sealed with wax and a wineskin.
Honor let Trak put the pot on his horse, but kept the wineskin. “I chose the wine, since I like it better, and so does Malena,” she said giving up the tiniest of smiles.
~
Trak looked at the mountains lining the horizon from his vantage point within the trees at the top of a wooded hill. They avoided a town to the west. Honor claimed that Colcan lay on the other side of the mountains. He might feel less hunted in Colcan, but he didn’t know what the Colcanans would want of him.
Malena’s glances made him uncomfortable. If he didn’t know any better, he would think that she was romantically inclined, but Trak could never erase the diffidence she showed to all of the dirty Yellows. Was it an act? That kind of thinking repelled him and the fact that she was years older than he was, but then Val was older, too. He wished she hadn’t have been a Warishian spy. Honor was diffident enough, but she didn’t look at him with those yearning eyes.
Another few days, Honor had said, and they would be over the mountains. He urged his horse on along the path to catch up to the two women. They didn’t stop to appreciate the view. He shrugged.
“Catch up. We don’t want to be caught so close to our goal,” Honor said.
“When are we safe?” Malena looked behind her at Trak. He didn’t know the answer.
“On the other side of the mountains. Until then we are in danger,” Honor let her horse slow until she was even with Trak. “If we are attacked, it’s important that you flee. Once you reach the mountains, head west until you reach the main road to Colcan.”
Trak felt like a schoolteacher scolded him. “I can make a wind pose,” 
“On a horse? I don’t think so. If I don’t know any mounted poses, then you don’t.”
He didn’t remind her he could swing the sword Neel gave him. It still swung from his waist and would serve well enough against common brigands, but what to do with magicians? He took out his knife and used it to scratch the word ‘worry’ into his inner arm, beneath his shirtsleeve. If he could remember his poses then he could remember the release word. The challenge would be to remember that there was something to release.
His preparations made him feel a bit more confident. He lifted his sword a few inches from the sheath and let the blade fall in. Now let the brigands come, he thought as they entered into a thick part of the forest. 
Honor rode ahead with Malena, riding in silence. Trak thought of it as companionable silence, each of them thinking their own thoughts, probably about reaching Colcan.
Trak thought he heard a rustling in the trees above them and looked up to see men dropping from the trees. He tried to pull out his sword, but pain exploded in the back of his head.
~
The smell of bacon woke him up. The sun seemed to be coming up rather than going down as it was at the time he had been hit. His head pounded as he tried to stand up, but his hands and feet were tied. He rolled over and saw his captors talking at the far side of a clearing. On the other side, he rolled to see Malena and Honor still out, he hoped. They were tied up and bandits likely would not be tying up dead victims.
A bandit noticed him stirring and walked over to him.
“You’re not so tough,” he said. Trak noticed that the man wore Neel’s sword at his waist. “We were told you were great magicians.” The man nudged Trak with his boot and just chuckled. “We know how to take care of magicians.” He laughed some more.
Trak couldn’t do a thing and as he struggled with his bonds, he began to sink into the realization that the three of them were in real trouble since their captors knew they were magicians. Would the guild be close behind?
One of the men brought over some bacon and told Trak to open his mouth. Despite his predicament, Trak savored the bacon. “Thank you,” he said once he swallowed.
The man grunted. “Meal for the condemned.” The other men in the group all laughed.
“Where are you going to take us?” Honor said, blinking her eyes open and squinting when she talked. Trak could see her head must hurt more than his.
“Mozira,” the man who had fed Trak said. He had a fistful of bacon to give to her, but she refused anything to eat by clamping her mouth shut. Should Trak have done the same thing?
“Is Malena okay?” Trak said. 
Honor rolled over and examined the girl. “She doesn’t require any bonding. She’s dead.” Trak could hear the pain in her voice. “You have killed her, murderers.”
One of the men kicked Honor in the head and she went still. “Don’t call us murderers.”
What kind of people had captured them? Trak would find a way to make the criminals pay. He looked at all six of them, memorizing their faces. No matter what happened, he vowed to return to this area and find them. 
They turned Malena’s body over and one of the bandits cut her bonds and dragged her body into the woods. Trak concentrated on the clearing. He would also find her body and bury it as soon as he possibly could. His mind’s eye imagined the worse, a skeleton with weeds growing through her bones. They wouldn’t have killed her if it weren’t for him. He hoped that Honor survived her second blow to the head. Trak felt unbelievable guilt.
“Time to leave. Gorga and Masila, get these two on their horses. They can ride on their stomachs since it’s not far to the cabin.”
The two men lifted Honor up on her horse first and tied her midsection to the saddle. It took a third bandit to get Trak up on his horse. The trail was rough and Trak couldn’t help but grunt from time to time as the horse had to jump over a few low obstacles. 
He looked over at Honor’s face. She looked awful, but he could see her breathing and finally heard a grunt from her. 
Their heads were just a few feet from each other. “Have they hurt you?” Honor said as she opened weary, bloodshot eyes.
“Don’t worry about me,” Trak shook his head. “How are you?”
“I’ve felt worse, but I can’t remember when.”
Trak shook his head and that made it hurt even more, with his head pointed down, draped over the saddle. “I’m sorry about Malena,” 
“Don’t be,” Honor said quietly, so no one would overhear. “She knows how to go into a meditative trance. They might have done something terrible to her in that condition. Did they? We are in rather desperate straits.”
Trak had to control the elation he felt. “They just cut the bonds and dragged her into the woods.”
“She won’t be happy if they scraped her face,” Honor gave him a wan smile. “But she will hurry to Bitrium and tell them what has happened. She knows the way, well enough.”
“How will anyone find us?”
“There are ways, if the searchers are close,” Honor said and looked into Trak’s confused eyes. “You’ve just scratched the surface of your training.”
~
Malena struggled into Gorinza and found Sunbeam’s establishment just as the sun went down. She collapsed into a chair.
The owner walked a bit more briskly into the room.
“Where is Honor?”
“Captured by brigands. They left me for dead.” Malena lifted the hair from her forehead, showing a bruise. “I figured that you are a link and can relay that information to Bitrium more quickly than I can make it there on foot.”
Sunbeam nodded. “I can, but you shouldn’t be seen around here. Someone must have figured out who you were and took advantage of travelers.”
Malena didn’t quite know how to take that. “Tell them now.”
Sunbeam sat down and closed her eyes. “It’s done.” She looked oddly disappointed. “Let’s go in the back and you can stay in the kitchen until help comes from Colcan. There is food back there.”
Malena nodded.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
BERIN LOOKED UPSET WHEN HE ENTERED the dining room at breakfast. Asem sat with Kulara. 
“We have a link in a town along the road from Espozia to Colcan. It appears that she has betrayed us. Her partner, these two aren’t married, has detected that the woman, Sunbeam, has betrayed Honor Fidelia and those she travelled with. There was a young man with them, perhaps he is the one you seek. They need rescuing, but we are reluctant to go into Santasia.”
“Then I will go,” Asem said. “No one would mistake me for a Colcanan.”
“And I will accompany you.” Valanna said. “I know both Honor and Trak.”
“There is much danger,” Berin said.
Valanna grunted in a most unladylike manner. “I’ve been in danger for quite some time.”
Asem shrugged his shoulders when Berin asked if that was right.
“We were going to Espozia, anyway,” Kulara said. Trust his wife to step up. Asem doubted that she’d let Valanna go alone with him, not because she might be jealous of a pretty girl, but people might get the wrong impression.
“Rasia will accompany you.”
“Rasia?” Asem didn’t recall meeting anyone with that name.
“She was the scout leader who brought you in. She has been to Santasia.”
Plus, the woman was a pain in his rear, Asem thought. Were all of the Colcanan women as prickly? Valanna described Honor as a severe woman with a sharp tongue. But they needed a guide and supplies to get into Santasia. Perhaps saving the boy in the south might be simpler than spiriting him away from Espozia.
The Colcanans didn’t waste any time, and Asem rode with the three women out of the back gate of Bitrium before midday. Rasia’s animosity hadn’t dimmed since the moment she had left them in Berin’s care. Rasia hadn’t waited for a reply and took off at a gallop.
Asem looked at his two charges, “I am sorry, my dears. We have a serious task and a harsh taskmistress, but she will drive us into Santasia much more quickly than if we were alone.” He kicked his horse into action and followed after. He looked back and grinned. Kulara and Valanna weren’t far behind him.
As darkness began to fall at the end of the next day, Rasia had them stop at a tiny fort not far from the top of a narrow pass. The trail she had led them on had become too dangerous to move the horses quickly. 
“Eat quickly,” she said, taking a large bite out of a chicken breast and an equally large gouge out of a piece of bread. “We have lanterns. I know you are magicians, but we will use natural lights. They will be red and our enemies won’t detect them as we descend the mountains on the other side.” 
One of the guards brought them a bucket of water to top off their waterskins and gazed at Rasia breaking out the lanterns on the other side of the fort’s central yard. “I’m surprised that Rasia brought you up. She’s the hardest woman I know.”
“Are there other guides that could take us to Santasia?”
“Few travel this trail. I would watch out for her because she has quite a reputation as a killer.”
Now that nugget of information alarmed Asem, but he wouldn’t let the guard know. “We ride into danger. If she has a reputation as a killer, then I’ll feel more secure.”
“Better you than me. You can leave the bucket here before you leave.” The guard saw that Rasia approached and quickly left Asem.
 “What did he want?” Rasia said glaring at the back of the retreating guard.
“He warned me about you.”
Rasia snorted like a man. “What’s there to warn? Did he tell you I’m a hard case? That I like to kill?”
Now there was a woman who understood herself.
“He did. Why are you such a hard case?”
“I’ll be honest with you, since you didn’t lie about what that little man said. My husband was on a mission into Santasia and soon after he made contact with Sunbeam in Gorinza, he disappeared. Twice is no coincidence. I’ve volunteered to guide you. If she has betrayed us again, she won’t do it again.” Asem could see murder and pain in Rasia’s eyes. 
Asem didn’t flinch from her gaze. “I’m not your enemy, Rasia. I won’t say I’m a friend, but we are on this little quest to Sunbeam’s place together.”
Her face softened for an eye blink or two and nodded to him. “Now, let’s get going. We need to be out of the high mountains as morning breaks.”
~
The morning couldn’t come too soon enough for Valanna. Rasia drove them mercilessly. If Valanna hadn’t been riding for days from the coast to Bitrium, she didn’t think she would have ever made it. 
“Why don’t the Santasians have guards on this side of the pass?”
Rasia gave Valanna a not-very-surprisingly dirty look. “They don’t know about our little pass and we’ve bypassed their border fort. It’s on the main road. There are no Toryans living in this area, either.”
Asem looked intently at Rasia. “Shouldn’t we use the road? We’ll make better speed that way.”
“I know the trails that lead into Santasia,” she said a little defensively. Rasia’s rock-hard confidence seemed to be shaken by Asem.
“The road. We must use the road or there’s no hope we can catch whoever has abducted Trak and Honor,” Asem said.
Rasia scowled, but nodded her head. “We will after we are out of the mountains.” She glared at Asem and then at Valanna for a moment.
“Aren’t you a little soft to be coming on this mission?” Rasia obviously sought to change the subject.
Valanna giggled. She realized that only made her look softer. She cleared her throat as she stiffened her resolve. “I have escaped from Warish and have nowhere else to go.”
“Awww, a sob story,” Rasia said. “My question still stands.” She raised her eyebrows and gave Valanna a challenging look.
“I could blow you right off of your horse, or more accurately, I could blow you and your horse about hundred paces away. Kulara is my trainer.” Valanna said.
The guide looked back at Kulara and Asem talking quietly behind them. “Hmpf,” was her only reply and she urged her horse onwards. What had brought that on, reassurance of her fighting skills? The woman confused her. Why didn’t she just answer Asem’s question?
Valanna made no attempt to catch up and followed behind. She wondered if she was, indeed, too soft for what Asem intended to do. Valanna hadn’t ever harmed a fly and Rasia surely knew she was bluffing. Valanna didn’t know if she had the willingness to use her powers against another person. Would she freeze up if she had to do something to save Honor or Trak?
That line of thought disappointed her deeply. If she were to move with confidence and purpose, she had to know and come to terms with her limits. That certainly hadn’t happened yet. She smiled as she thought of the word,yet. She would have to use this trip to find out.
~
When they reached the main road to Colcan, Rasia rode back to talk to Asem. 
“You should be leading the group.”
Asem smiled, but wondered what had changed the woman’s mind. “I’d be happy to, however, I hope you don’t mind if I consult you from time to time.”
He could tell that Rasia had bit off a retort of some kind. “Please do, since you have no idea where you are going.”
“To Gorinza and I will need you to point out where Sunbeam’s restaurant is.”
Asem had to admit the woman had spunk. He liked her attitude since it actually reminded him of how Kulara could get from time to time, but he didn’t have the kind of relationship with Rasia where he could use his rarely used humor to good effect.
They passed a farmer heading south with an empty cart. “Did you sell all you have at Gorinza?” Asem said in heavily accented Santasian.
“Ah, no, that would be twenty-four miles distant. Mozira is where I sell my goods. It’s less than ten miles up the road. You aren’t from these parts?” The farmer squinted at Asem.
“No, I’m heading to Espozia. My third wife, the light-haired one became too seasick to continue from Warish, so we have come along the edge of the mountains from Nikia.” 
“That’s a fair way to avoid an upset tummy,” the farmer said.
Asem grinned and shrugged his shoulders. “But it’s a good way to see all of Santasia, don’t you think?”
“Aye, if you are up to it.”
“We are. Have a good day, sir.” Asem gave the man a Warish genuflection, which would be sure to confuse him. He looked back and spoke Warishian. “Come ladies. It’s a fair distance to Gorinza.” He nodded again at the farmer and rode proudly north on the road.
“What did you say to him?” Rasia said as she rode up to his side after they were well out of earshot from the farmer.
“That we have an open road to Gorinza,” Asem said. “From now on we should speak Santasian, should we not?”
The woman turned red. “I don’t know how.” So that was why she asked him to lead.
~
In a few hours of riding, the bandits stopped at a cabin, north from where they had been captured.
The bandit named Gorga sat Honor and Trak against the wall. Trak couldn’t help but sigh. His head hurt, traveling for a day and a bit upside down. Honor looked in even worse shape, in fact Trak wondered if she was still conscious.
“Water for the woman, please,” Trak said. He wouldn’t give these criminals her first name.
The bandit leader threw a cup of water in her face and laughed along with the others. She blinked awake and then squeezed her eyes shut.
“Good job, Benno,” another bandit said.
Trak thought that he now knew three names. He would make them pay.
“We just have to keep them alive until the magicians come,” Benno said. 
Honor spoke with a shaking voice. Trak didn’t know if it was from anger or fatigue. “How did you know about us?”
Benno shrugged. “The woman in Gorinza where you ate. Didn’t know she works both sides, did you?” He laughed and pointed at them. “Foolish you!” They all guffawed and turned their backs to Honor and Trak.
Honor shook her head with her eyes closed. “She’s linked to Bitrium. Who knows what kind of misinformation she and her partner have transferred?”
“We’ll get out of this and warn the…” He thought of Malena and gasped. “If anyone used Sunbeam to warn Bitrium—“
“They would be captured for sure, I know.” Trak put another two names on his list, Sunbeam and her partner, Vintner. “Vintner must know of his partner’s betrayal.”
Honor nodded and closed her eyes as she leaned her head back against the wall. “What a fine line they have had to walk all of these years! They will pay.”
Trak didn’t respond to her comment because a bandit looked their way. “All of them,” he quietly said when the man turned away. Now that he sat upright, Trak tried to figure out how he could get them free. Benno wore his sword and knife and he wanted those back.
After getting fed some bread stuffed in their mouths and water splashed in their faces, they sat, bound while the bandits played some kind of dice game on a table at the far end of the room.
“I can’t remember any poses that will channel power, sitting like we are,” Trak said.
“There aren’t any. For most of them your feet have to be on the ground,” Honor said.
Trak bent his knees. “My feet are on the ground. There must be something we can do.”
Honor shook her head. “Nothing that you should be trying. Make the wrong pose or say the wrong word when channeling power and you’re a dead man. It’s happened often enough.”
“But then how did the Colcanans develop so many uses for poses?”
“With the blood of many researchers,” Honor said. “It is all trial and error. At Bitrium, there are the writings of many magicians whose last entry was just before they died.”
“I was lucky to live when the shark attacked me in Pestledown harbor, then.”
Honor nodded. “You were fortunate, indeed.”
Trak brightened at her last statement. “Show me a pose that is close to doing something useful and I will free us. It’s worth the risk.”
“I will think on it, once my head stops pounding.” Honor closed her eyes.
The day was coming to a close anyway. Trak slid down and tried to sleep on the wooden floor.
~
“Wake up,” Honor said. She had leaned over to whisper in Trak’s ear.
Dying coals in the fireplace relieved the darkness. Trak heard snores coming from other parts of the cabin.
Trak rubbed his eyes with his hands, still bound together. “What?” He shook his head trying to get rid of drowsiness.
“I thought of something.”
“How is your head?”
She paused. “Better, but sleeping didn’t help a whole lot. Roll over on your back and put your hands midway on your chest, with your thumbs pressing in, but your fingers splayed out. Look at me.”
Trak watched her assume the pose. He did the same.
“Good. Now I don’t have the power, but you do. Concentrate on your bonds and say ‘kark’ using a lot of power. Can you do that?”
Trak assumed the position. “What if I kill myself?”
“Then you’re dead and you won’t be recaptured by the Magicians Guild.”
“Sort of an I win - I win.”
Honor made a grunting sound. “I wouldn’t quite put it that way.”
Trak took a deep breath. “Here goes.” He concentrated on his bonds and said the power word in a much louder voice. Darkness took him before he barely had a chance to think that he had killed himself.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
MOZIRA LOOKED DIRTY AND SMELLED WORSE. They passed a much cleaner compound that proclaimed it to be a branch of the Santasian Magicians Guild. Asem looked at Valanna and realized that she would soon need rest if she were to be of any use to them.  It wouldn’t be at that guildhouse, so they stopped at the store that must have served the little town.
Asem walked into the place and ordered some supplies from the counter. An older woman walked in and smiled at him. 
“What can I do for the likes of you?” she said in a flirting sort of way. 
Asem grinned at her. “I am escorting some ladies to Espozia and we have others to meet in Gorinza. How far from here to there?”
“Twelve or more miles to go, but you won’t make it by dark.”
Asem shook his head and put on a sorrowful look. “Then we will have to camp by the side of the road. So perhaps you might have food we can take with us to prepare our dinner and breakfast.”
She put her mouth into an unattractive pout. “I know of a cabin you can stay in that is off the track, just a bit. We locals use it from time to time. Just make sure you bar the door at night because there are thieves who use it as well. You look like a man who can protect a woman.” She lifted the corner of her mouth.
“I am a former bodyguard to a Warishian lord. I know my way around weapons and around women.” He forced a smile to match hers and leaned over to kiss her cheek. “Where is this cabin?”
“Not far to the northeast.” She pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil and drew a crude map on one side and began to jot down the supplies that he had ordered. “The price is two kisses plus whatever your supplies cost.”
“Cheap at twice the price,” he said and kissed her four times. 
She giggled at the end. Asem was very happy that the women were currently walking through the streets, stretching their legs. Kulara knew a bit of Santasian and the other two would just smile and nod if they had to. The woman quickly gathered his supplies and presented him with the map. He gave her a one-kiss bonus and left the store. 
Kulara stood out in front with her hands on her hips. “What was that all about?”
Asem felt his face flush a bit and gave her a smile. “Do you ladies want to sleep on dirt tonight or in a cabin along the way?”
“What do you think?” his wife said.
Asem waved the map in front of her. “Five kisses for a warmer night’s sleep. If we sleep well, then we can reach Gorinza by midday tomorrow.”
They rode out of town. Valanna looked back and Asem followed her gaze.
“I shivered when I passed the Magicians Guild.”
“As well you should,” Rasia said. “If I had a tiny bit of magical ability I wouldn’t have wanted to travel through that town.”
“Didn’t you put us to sleep when you captured us?” Valanna said.
“Not me, but one of my fellow scouts. I lead and they spell.” The woman smiled for maybe the first time on their journey.
“Let’s get to that cabin and cook some dinner. We might have to be on our guard. The lady said that less savory people use it from time to time.”
Rasia loosened the sword in her scabbard and Asem did the same. “You two be prepared to jump from your horses and strike a pose or two for us.” He grinned.
They traveled for nearly two hours when Asem noted the branch in the road flanked by two very large trees. He turned east into the woods. It didn’t take them too long before they came to the cabin. A number of horses were hobbled, munching on the grass that grew around the place.
“We should turn around,” Rasia said. “If these are robbers, there are too many.”
Asem glared at the woman. “Are you afraid of spilling a little blood?”
Rasia pursed her lips and stared at him as she slipped her sword out of her sheath. “No.”
“I’ll go to the door and see if they are coming or going.”
He walked to the door and knocked. He waited a few moments and when there was no response, he looked through the window and found bodies lying on the floor. The door was barred shut. 
“Kulara,” he said. “I need a little help. Could you break down the door? There are bodies in there.”
“I will if you will draw your sword. It might be a trap,” she said. “Rasia? You come too.” She assumed a pose and spoke a word and the door broke into pieces.
“Now just how will we close up the door tonight?” Asem said.
She peeked inside and didn’t see a threat. “That’s your problem, dear.”
Asem walked in and found two people with shreds of ropes around their wrists and ankles. There were five men who appeared to be sleeping, but none of them moved when he nudged them with his foot. 
“Dead? All of them dead?” Valanna said, alarm plainly in her voice. She looked at the two bodies bound. “Honor! Trak!”
Kulara examined the men and Honor and Trak. “Spell shock,” Kulara said, shaking her head.
“What can we do?” Asem said. “I know a few poses, but nothing for that.”
Kulara put her hand to her chin and thought for a few minutes. “There is a word for spell reversal, but I’m not sure what it is. I was told never to use it.”
“Probably for good reason,” snorted Rasia.
Kulara glared at their guide while Valanna knelt and examined the raw wrists of Trak and Honor. “Look at this. Trak has scratched the word ‘worry’ into the inside of his arm.”
“Let me look at that!” Kulara said. “That’s the word, I knew it was a simple word in Pestlan.”
Asem pursed his lips. “These people seem to have been under for some time. I don’t want any spell waking up Honor’s captors. Let’s drag the Bluntwithe boy and Honor outside.” He glanced at Valanna. “I’m glad you came. I wouldn’t have recognized either of these two.”
Rasia snorted. “I know Honor well enough.”
He shook his head. The woman had no tact. 
They dragged the pair outside twenty paces or so from the cabin. “Stand back,” Kulara said. “I may end up like this pair. I don’t know the pose, but I think you just say it thinking of power.”
Valanna put her hand on Kulara’s shoulder. “Didn’t you say I’m more powerful than you?”
Kulara looked at her with narrowed eyes. “It is risky.”
“I’m not so soft,” Valanna said, looking at Kulara, and then turned her eyes on Rasia.
“Do it,” Kulara said, stalking away. 
Asem took his second wife by the upper arm. “Let her try. She needs to do something positive, I think,” he said quietly to his wife.
~
Valanna looked down at the comatose pair and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and tried to accumulate power the way her father had taught her long ago when she first started to learn magic. She was terrible at posing at the time.
“Worry,” she said and felt power flow out of her body. She staggered for a bit but regained her balance. She looked down and didn’t see any kind of a change.
“You did something,” Kulara said running up to her. “I could feel a pulse of power from here.” She bent down and looked up at Kulara. “They are still alive. We might have to wait.”
“Then let’s bind the kidnappers and move them outside,” Asem said. “First these two go back inside the cabin.”
When everyone was transferred, Valanna sat by Trak and Honor. Asem went looking for tools to cobble together a replacement for the door. The kidnappers were bound hand and foot and to each other. They still hadn’t stirred. 
Trak gasped and sat up. He looked at Valanna. “Am I dead?”
“I doubt it,” Valanna said. For some reason she felt a flood of relief and couldn’t help but laugh at him. He had saved her once and now she had saved him. It made her feel good.
He rubbed his hands and feet. “The spell worked.”
“Too well,” Kulara said. “We found everyone unconscious. When did you invoke the spell?”
“At night, in the dark.”
“It’s nearly twilight now,” she said.
“Oh,” Trak said, his voice showed disappointment. How could that be? He had subdued his kidnappers and whenever he had revived, he was free from his bonds. “How is Honor?”
“Honor still has a headache,” Honor said as she put her hand to her head. “At least your spell broke our bonds.” Honor rose and looked at Rasia, Kulara and Valanna. “Valanna, how did you get here?”
“I rode here, of course, to save you two,” she said. “Trak wrote the power word on his wrist. I used that.”
Honor looked at Trak, her face in a smirk. “And if a Magicians Guild member saw that, you’d be back under their spell with a bandage on your arm where they carved that word out of your skin.”
Trak shrugged. He didn’t have anything to say, but Valanna knew better. “And you’d still be comatose along with the criminals that waylaid you.”
Asem walked up. “Weren’t there three of you?”
“Malena!” Trak said.
Malena? Who was she? Valanna thought. They didn’t find another woman. A flash of jealousy ran through her. Why would she be jealous? She looked at Trak and couldn’t deny that seeing him again had warmed her up a lot more than she expected. What did he think of her? She had betrayed him by leaving Honor’s studio and the tutoring. She felt her face flush with embarrassment.
“Malena?” Asem looked at Honor.
“She was how you knew we were captured.”
Asem shook his head. “I have some bad news to tell you. Sunbeam spies for two sides. Your abductors got their information from her.”
Trak snapped his finger. “I wondered about that.” He got to his feet and began rummaging through the pile of weapons and grinned when he found his sword and knife. “I have a little justice to administer.”
Trak’s vocabulary surprised Valanna. “You speak so much better.”
“And I can talk Santasian, as well. I had to learn for hours a day, Val.”
No one had ever called her Val before Trak did. She followed him out of the cabin and to the line of bandits.
“Who shall I start with?”
“You can’t kill them while they are out!” Valanna said. She had never taken Trak for a violent person.
Trak nudged one of them with his boot. “They killed, or thought they did, Malena, a Colcanan who helped me escape from the Magicians Guild—“
“They caught you?”
Trak nodded and then grinned. “I placed really high with them with Honor’s tutoring. I know about seventy poses.”
“You do?”
He laughed. She liked the way he looked, now that he had relaxed a bit more since he stalked out to their prisoners. Time had matured his looks. “But less than thirty power words.”
She saw the way he drew his sword. “Don’t kill them! If you do, you’ll be no better than they are.”
That immediately stopped Trak. He looked down on them. Valanna couldn’t read the emotions that played out on his face, but he came to a conclusion. Could she stop him from murdering the men? At last he sheathed his sword and pulled out his knife.
“Don’t hurt them.”
“They would kill you for a copper coin or two. They thought they killed Malena and just dragged her further in to the woods, laughing as they did it.” He leaned down. “I won’t kill them.” Trak looked back up at Valanna. But I won’t let them forget what they’ve done. He knelt at the head of each of them and cut a Santasian letter in each forehead. “It will stand for killer and it will remind every person they see what kind of dirt they are.” 
Valanna could see the emotional tension well up in him as he performed his grisly task, but then the shuddering breath that he took told her that the act had taken a toll on him. Perhaps these truly were bad men. Trak went back into the cabin, passing Honor on the way out.
Honor looked down at Trak’s work. “I expected him to do something much worse. He was quite shaken by the casual way they treated Malena and me. Did you talk him out of killing them?”
Valanna nodded, not trusting herself to say anything.
Honor closed her eyes for a moment. “Good, at least he’ll recognize these scum if he happens upon them again.”
“Would you have killed them?”
Honor stared at the men. “Might have, but I would have used magic. Trak does things differently than your typical magician. Dalistro taught him swordsmanship along with his friend, Neel Cardswallow, who taught him many military forms. You remember Neel, don’t you?” Valanna nodded, Trak’s friend from his village. “Trak practiced for hours and hours when he worked at his father’s inn. He might have told you.”
“He told me something like that, but I don’t think I paid much attention.”
A grim smile came to Honor’s face. “With his obsession of working those forms exactly right, his poses are as perfect as I’ve seen. He’s only just begun his education.” She spied one of the men and kicked him in the head. “I get a little payback, too.” She turned around and left Valanna alone looking at her go back to the cabin.
Valanna wiped a tear from her eye. The men must have been truly cruel to generate such hatred. She had seen it enough times in Balbaam. If she found Prince Nez lying comatose on the ground, would she kick him? It frightened her a bit to realize that she likely would. The thought gave her shivers and she joined the rest of the party.
She entered the cabin and joined in rummaging about for food and picking out Honor, Malena and Trak’s things that had been spread among the bandits.
“We should be on our way at first light, if not before,” Asem said. “Honor, do you know if Trak’s spell will wear off?” He glanced outside towards the men lying on the dirt.
She shrugged her shoulders. “Trak tried something new that I thought up. We didn’t have much of an alternative.” She gave Valanna a sharp look. “Don’t try any spells you haven’t learned precisely, young woman. It shredded the bonds, but put us all out. We might have died if you hadn’t come along.” 
Honor had lost none of her prickliness and somehow that reassured Valanna. She puttered around looking for food and wondered if she should take one of the wicked looking long knives in the pile of weapons. There was one longer than the meal knife that she carried.
She picked it up and drew it from the sheath.
“A bit of a pig sticker, isn’t it?” Asem said as he walked over to her. “Kulara can show you how to use it a bit more aggressively.”
Looking at the pile of shredded rope next to the wall, she nodded. “No posing from horseback. Look what happened when Trak tried something when bound hand and foot.”
Asem nodded grimly and put his hand around hers on the knife’s hilt. “Take it and Kulara might give you a few ideas of where to stash it. She always carries a few knives on her.” He squeezed her shoulder, and then swept up an armful of supplies, talking them outside.
Although they rescued Trak and Honor, Valanna hadn’t liked their time at this place. She looked at the cabin and stepped outside, shivering as the sun dropped beneath the trees. She didn’t know if she was hard enough for all of this. Perhaps Rasia spoke the truth about her softness, after all.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
“THIS WILL BE OUR LAST BREAK before we arrive in Gorinza,” Rasia said as she brushed breadcrumbs from her hands. “Perhaps we should have a strategy before we just walk into Sunbeam’s place.”
“I’ll not be caught on horseback, again,” Honor said.
“I’ve got my sword, so it doesn’t matter as much to me,” Trak said.
Honor glared at him. “A lot of good that did a few days ago.”
“I saved us, didn’t I?”
Asem put his hands out to stop the bickering. “We are a team at this point. Valanna broke the spell. Rasia led us here. I’ve done my humble part.”
“Humble is hardly the correct term, my dear,” Kulara said.
Asem shrugged. “I fixed the door, didn’t I?” It was time for him to assert some leadership again. “I think that Trak and Honor should enter Sunbeam’s establishment from the back, assuming there is a back way into the restaurant, shortly after we enter. Honor, is Sunbeam a powerful magician?”
“Kulara and Valanna can distract her enough for you, I think. She’s stronger than Malena, but much weaker than Trak or me,” Honor said. “We need to be concerned about any magicians being close by. Someone was coming to the cabin to retrieve us. Remember the spell reverse word of ‘worry’. Don’t be afraid to use it.”
Trak nodded. “If you are under their spell, coming out of it can become disorienting, but it’s better than staying under their control.”
“Let’s hope they haven’t recaptured your friend,” Asem said as he rose and sought out his horse.
Half an hour later they split off, with Honor and Trak heading along the west side of the town and Asem, Rasia, Kulara and Valanna traveled along the main road that split the town right down the middle. Rasia knew the location of the restaurant, so she could just point when they got there without having to speak any Santasian.
It would be nice for them to find Malena helping Sunbeam with the dishes, but ‘nice’ rarely happened in Asem’s experience. He told all three of the women to be very observant. Honor had reminded them that it wasn’t a rule about members of the Magicians Guild having to wear robes outside of their guild houses and the bandits that abducted Honor and Trak weren’t the only sellswords in Santasia. 
He unscrewed the bolt that held his sword in place as they entered the town. Everything looked normal so hopefully they wouldn’t be fighting a battle to get to Sunbeam’s establishment. Rasia poked him in the arm and pointed. Two horses were tied up to a rail in front. He expected guards inside.
“Act nonchalant,” he said as he pulled his horse up. Asem tied his horse to the rail and did the same for each of the three women, earning a scowl from Rasia. She had refused to wear a dress in town and, on first glance, someone might think she was a man—short with soft features, but a man nevertheless. Asem smiled to himself. He would never make such a mistake. She didn’t walk like a man, he thought, as she spit in her hands and rubbed them together. It was too bad something had twisted her badly to be so angry.
He opened the door to Sunbeam’s place, after taking a deep breath. “Ladies,” he said letting Kulara and Valanna inside. He noticed that Rasia stayed behind him. He shrugged his shoulders and followed them in.
Three men and two women took up two of the restaurants eight tables. All of them flinched a little when they walked in, but settled back down. Maybe they didn’t see an immediate threat. Asem pointed to the table closest to the kitchen, in case they had to defend each other. Asem bent over and faked scratching his leg by his boot, ready to grab a throwing knife. 
No one looked very comfortable. These were guild members, he was sure. They would have known Honor by sight. A gray-haired woman, prematurely gray from the smoothness of her features, walked in with a tray of drinks for the guild members. This had to be Sunbeam.
“Oh, I didn’t notice you come in. We are actually closed for the day,” Sunbeam said. 
“If you can serve them, then you can serve us,” Asem said. “We’ve come a long way today, all the way from Mozira. Dreadful place.”
“A few of us live in Mozira, foreigner,” one of the men said.
Asem wished he would try to stand. He was tired scratching his leg and slipped the knife up his sleeve while Sunbeam inadvertently distracted them by serving their drinks. He wondered if Honor and Trak had finally made it to the back door. Rasia looked like she was ready to fight. Valanna sat, just about immobilized. Kulara smiled at him and kissed him on the cheek, her eyes not leaving the other party.
Sunbeam took the tray through the back door. “I’ll be back to take your order,” she said. Her eyes shifted around. She would likely be bolting out the back if there were a clash with Honor and Trak.
“I’m sorry, then.” Asem gave the man a Santasian salute and turned his back to him.
He heard the scraping of a chair on the wooden floor and turned as the man attempted to pose. Asem threw his knife at his chest. The man crumpled as he slid his sword out of his scabbard. “Stay seated,” he said, but his words had little affect on four magicians who were defenseless while still sitting in their chairs.
Asem heard a scuffle behind him, but didn’t turn around.  He charged the magicians. A woman rose and Asem slammed his sword into her hand. She sat back wailing, but he couldn’t stop another of them posing quickly and immobilizing him. He fell stiffly to the floor as a fireball careened over his falling body from the man’s hands towards the table he had just vacated.
~
Trak looked back at the empty alley as they tied up their horses. 
“It’s the,” Honor counted the roofs, “fourth one down.” She narrowed her eyes as if steeling herself from whatever she would have to do.
Trak drew his sword and held it close to his body, tip pointed down along his leg as they walked purposefully towards the gate that led into the back of Sunbeam’s establishment. Honor led him inside the gate.
“This is a general shield,” she assumed a pose. 
“That’s in my book.” He mirrored her stance. “The power word?”
“Wista” 
Trak broke his stance, “Wista,” he said and nodded to her.
Honor shook her head. “You did that perfectly. Sometimes I hate how easily poses come to you, but I’ll make you pay for your expertise later.” She gave him half a smile as they slid up to the door. A tiny window gave Honor a glimpse inside. “Malena is working in the kitchen.”
“Perhaps this will be easy,” Trak said.
“Nothing is easy. She will certainly be magically restrained. Use ‘worry’ on her as soon as we step inside.”
Trak nodded. Honor slowly pushed down on the door latch, but the door was locked. He could hear her grind her teeth. 
“Nothing is easy,” she muttered in exasperation. “Break the door down. I’ll destroy my shoulder again if I try.”
Trak instantly thought there was a story to be told, but they had no time to lose. It was past time that Asem would have entered the restaurant. He slammed into the door and bounced back. 
“Magic.” Honor shook her head in disgust. “Back,” she said as she assumed another pose, said another word and the door turned into splinters. 
Malena had already grabbed a kitchen knife and held it out at them. “You!” Trak could see the confusion in her eyes. 
“Worry!” As soon as he said it, Malena crumpled to the floor, the knife cut into her leg. 
Honor looked down. “No time for that.”
Sunbeam walked into the room carrying an empty tray. Her eyebrows shot up and put her hand to her mouth. Honor instantly struck a pose and spoke a word and the traitor joined Malena on the floor. Something hit the door.
“Fireball.” Honor said. “Make a shield as soon as we get into the room.” She peeked into the dining room through the flames on the door. “They are close to the door. The guild magicians are at the other end.”
Trak nodded. He didn’t waste any time. He jumped into the room and quickly assumed the pose. “Wista!” He moved towards Asem’s crumpled figure. Valanna held her arm, smoke still rising from the cloth on her sleeve. 
Kulara glared at him, but turned and threw a white jagged lance of energy at the remaining woman. The energy shattered against a shield that one of the two standing men still held. 
Trak moved towards the guild members and kept saying, “Wista, wista, wista,” as he walked slowly towards the magicians, shuffling in the pose. The guild members kept throwing fire and lightning like Kulara had used. Wind began to blow, nearly knocking Trak down, but he continued until his shield pushed the magicians back like a physical shield. 
He noticed Honor come up to his side. She mouthed the word ‘sword’. Trak didn’t know the pose that went with that word and then it dawned on him what she wanted him to do as she assumed the shield pose. 
She said, “Wista.” 
Trak didn’t waste any time drawing his sword and stabbed at the magicians. The shields that they assumed didn’t stop steel. He disabled them all.
Kulara ran to the helpless magicians as Honor posed and put them to sleep. 
“Malena.” Trak said. He put his hand to his head and found a chair and sat for a moment to gather his strength. He walked past Valanna and took her hand. “Into the kitchen.” He nearly dragged her along with him. “Find a clean rag and get it wet.” 
Valanna nodded. Her eyes were vague but she found something to press against her burned arm. Trak knelt at Malena’s side and looked around for a towel. Valanna tossed him the one that she used. 
He put the towel around the knife still embedded in her leg and pulled it out. The towel soon became soaked with her blood. 
Kulara walked in and gently pushed him away. “See to my husband.”
He noticed Rasia’s comatose body on the floor beside Asem’s. He checked her and sighed with relief when he located a pulse. He dragged Asem and Rasia together on the floor. He didn’t know what else to do but check them out for any physical injuries. He didn’t find any, and then he locked the door and closed the curtains. Honor had the presence of mind to spell out the fire on the still-burning door.
Trak looked down at the comatose pair. “I don’t know what to do?”
Honor narrowed her eyes. “You can ‘worry’ about it.”
He shook his head. “Is that the universal solution to everything? I didn’t know about ‘worry’ until the night I was taken and now I’ve used it a lot.”
She shrugged and pointed to Asem and Rasia. “You get to use it again.”
“Worry,” he said looking down at them. 
Rasia’s eyes popped open. “Spell backwash?”
“Neither of us knows since we were in the kitchen, but it is likely.”
Rubbing her forehead, Rasia sat up leaning on one hand. “It’s been awhile.”
“Let’s hope it is a while longer,” Honor said, helping the woman to her feet. “See how Kulara is doing with Malena.”
Asem gasped for breath and then relaxed. “Not pleasant,” he said as he slowly sat up. “I suppose we won the battle.”
“Not without casualties,” Trak said. “Kulara is fine, but we had to knock out Malena and she cut herself in the leg. Valanna burned her arm.”
Asem looked over at the pile of guild magicians. “Do we just leave them here?”
“I would,” Trak said. “We should bind the worst of their wounds before we go.”
“What makes them any different from the bandits?” Asem said.
“I know one of them.” Trak looked on the relaxed face of Bodega, the blue master, slumped against a chair, a sleeve bloody from a stab wound given by Trak. “He never treated me badly.” 
“Still an enemy.” Asem said. 
“And I am not a killer,” Trak said. He could say that truthfully since he didn’t end up killing the bandits, but he wondered what he would be before this mess was all over.
~
Honor bought a cart, which they used to transport Malena and a bound and gagged Sunbeam, who had finally come to on her own. They left going north towards Espozia and then backtracked to the west, avoiding the woods where they were waylaid before.
Asem made sure that the cart had most of the food in Sunbeam’s larder as well as the cooking pots and anything else that could be easily transported. Honor told him that Sunbeam would never return to Gorinza. Rasia had offered to end Sunbeam’s life, but neither Honor or Asem would permit it. Sunbeam might have valuable information. Rasia argued for a quarter of an hour with them, but finally agreed not to do anything after some serious threats from Honor.
They brought along the two horses that the magicians had tied up in front of the restaurant for Malena and Sunbeam. All felt anxious as they looked to the east seeing the silhouette of smoke rising from the chimneys of Mozira. The largest set of plumes rose from the multi-storied Magicians Guild house. Asem looked at Malena and Trak. Both of them had haunted looks as their eyes drifted towards the town. 
They hadn’t stopped since they left Gorinza. Asem would drive them on as far and as fast as he could. From here until they reached the hidden path that would take them over the mountains rising in the distance as they traveled south, two of the riders would rest in the cart for a few hours at a time. Rasia insisted they would reach woods by mid-morning. Then they could stop and get a proper rest.
He preferred to ride the whole way. Asem knew how to endure. He’d done it often enough in the Arid Lands and for days, not just hours. Valanna had shown more grit than expected when she offered to continue to ride while Kulara and Honor chose to ride in the cart. Rasia drove the cart over the fields, deftly moving from track to track to hide their trail through the farmland. 
It wouldn’t really matter. The guild knew where they would be headed. Their only advantage would be if the guild didn’t know about the alternate route. Honor said she didn’t think the guild did, but there might be someone in Mozira that knew about it.
An hour later, the moon rose in the sky, giving them some light to navigate by. Asem noticed Trak’s head bobbing. He was tempted to let the horse just follow them, but he decided to get to know this prodigy.
“I noticed your wrist work when you used your sword on the magicians.”
Trak blinked a bit and then nodded. Asem could hardly make out his face. “You are a magician—“
“Of sorts. Enough to do a few things, but I have to rely on precision in my poses to make up for my lack of power.”
”Well, if you cut their hands or wrists, then they can’t maintain a pose. It is a weakness to be exploited.”
Asem snorted. “If you can get close enough.”
“Honor helped.”
He nodded to Trak, but the boy didn’t see Asem’s gesture. “She did. Maybe I made a mistake having Rasia knocked out.”
“You what?”
Asem chuckled for a bit. “Kulara put her to sleep. She has no defenses against magicians and we decided to put her away if it became a magician’s duel. But she might have been useful, if we knew about your shield technique. Did they teach that to you at the Magicians Guild?”
It was Trak’s turn to chuckle. “No. I just figured that I’d try it. Honor had to remind me to draw my sword.”
What an astonishing boy, and brave, too? “Why did you think it might work?”
He could barely make out a shrug. “I have confidence in my strength. I figured that if I could get close, then their spells couldn’t get behind me. I was right. If that didn’t work, I could just back up. It worked, but Honor put up her shield and I was able to take them out with my sword.”
Asem had never heard of a powerful magician willing to use a weapon. Everyone wanted to control Trak, but they had no idea what kind of person this boy was. Someone had done an excellent job raising this Trak Bluntwithe. Not only did he have unique innate talent, but also he had courage and imagination. He would be wasted in a Magicians Guild and, he had to admit, he wouldn’t have been able to rise in the rigid tribal hierarchy in Warish. 
The instincts that Asem relied on all of his life had turned out to be excellent in seeking out this boy. This time anyway. Kulara could remind him of his failures, which weren’t many, but they did exist.
“How did you learn to use a sword like that?” Asem asked his original question again.
“Oh, my fa— one of my father’s friends is an excellent swordsman and began to teach me the forms as soon as I could hold a pose.” Trak laughed. “Not a magician’s pose.”
“I understand.”
Trak looked at him. “I suppose you would. It’s a talent that I developed. Everything I did, I converted into forms. I like the sword the best, but the staff forms are the prettiest. I never used a real weapon until I worked with Misson Dalistro. Then he set up a group class with a weapons teacher. Everything sort of came together.”
Asem could see that it did. The forms led to precise poses. Everything linked up to create this impressive boy. He had unlimited potential. Prince Nez couldn’t compare, in any way. The boy had passion, feelings, courage and, maybe most importantly, massive power, if Honor could be believed. 
Trak had fallen in with excellent mentors. Asem had heard of Neel Cardswallow. The man had changed his name, but Asem knew who he was. Of course he knew of Honor Fidelia, too, a double spy. 
Asem knew Misson better than the other two. Perhaps if Asem had a counterpart anywhere in the world, it would be Dalistro. He knew him as an honorable spy, working for his father, but he knew Dalistro had his own agenda, just like him. At that moment Asem wished he could sit down with Misson with a large bottle of wine and trade stories. He knew that they would agree with their assessment of Trak.
“Asem.” Kulara called from the wagon. He smiled. It was time that they rode together in the wagon for a while. 
~
Someone shook Trak awake. “We have visitors!” Malena said. 
Trak rubbed his eyes as the cart threw him back and forth. Val brought his horse alongside. “Get on your horse. Asem said that all of us have to split up.”
Trak blinked more sleep out of his eyes, but jumped onto his horse while both of them moved. He had become a better horseman, but didn’t appreciate the circumstances of his equestrian education. Trak turned the horse around and rode back to Asem and Honor who were looking back.
“Pursuers? How far away?” he said.
“Maybe half an hour. The woods are just about that far ahead of us, but that won’t be any help. A clear battleground is better.”
“But we can make a stand in the trees,” Trak said. “Valanna and I can blow them down.”
“That might not be enough,” Asem said. 
“Do we have a choice?” Honor looked behind them and then at Trak. “Can you kill?”
“If they will kill me.” 
“Fat chance,” Asem said. “You are worth your weight in jewels, young man, but the rest of us are all expendable.”
“Can I draw them off?”
Honor shook her head. “They will be on us by the time they know who is who. That assumes that Borega has been revived and can recognize you.”
Trak scratched his head. “Then I will fight. If I have to kill them, then that will be because they are out to capture me and kill my friends.”
Asem grinned. “I thought you’d give us that answer.” He looked at Honor. “Go to the wagon and see if you can pose on a moving wagon.” 
“That is dangerous!” she said. “A bump or a turn at the wrong time and the pose may kill me or any on the wagon.”
Trak looked back and put his hand on the hilt of his sword. He had an idea blossom as he saw the dust cloud of their pursuers. “Let’s see if we can make it to the trees. If there are magicians, Rasia and you need protection. If they are fighters, then Rasia can fight and the other three need to flee.”
“Not quite true. Kulara and Valanna are very strong. Not like Honor, but likely as strong as any of those.” Asem nodded to the advancing riders. “But I agree on getting into the trees if we can. Let’s get going so we can turn and fight at a place of our choosing.”
The three of them urged their horses on. Trak’s horse was fresh. Asem took another mount and tied the other horse to the string and handed it off to Kulara. The horses would ride faster led by her and the horse on the cart, who was relatively fresh, as well, wouldn’t have the drag of the string. 
They picked up their pace, but still, their pursuers were catching up. The forest began to grow, as they got closer. Trak rode past the first few trees and then jumped off of his mount. “We will stand here!” he said.
Asem stopped to face the oncoming riders. 
Trak counted eleven mounts. The horses would just about be blown, but he knew they would have caught up to them. Honor and Kulara stood away from the wagon that Valanna had parked behind a thicket of trees.
With fists clenching and unclenching, Trak reviewed what he had to do. He would use a pose he had never actually matched up with a power word before. Lightning. The magicians had thrown it back and forth in their fight at Sunbeam’s. He hoped that his version would save them all.
When he could make out the men’s faces, he raised his sword and made the pose. He threw all of his will into the power word and a sizzling bolt of lightning flew from the end of his sword. Just as he thought, the sword greatly enhanced the aim of his spell. Trak took a deep breath to aid his concentration and ran the lightning from side to side. His bolt began to burn into the horses, so he raised the beam and mowed down the rest of the riders.
The would-be abductors didn’t rise. A few horses neighed in pain and others just stood as their riders had been obliterated.
“What was that?” Asem said.
“Something new.” Trak looked at the carnage. “Something awful.” He let the sword drop from his fingers. He didn’t have anything left within him so he just collapsed to the ground.
His ears registered a scream behind him. He rose on his knees. He lacked the energy to gain his footing. Kulara and Honor shot fire bolts towards the horsemen who had outflanked them. One of them escaped the women’s magic, carrying a woman with them. 
Trak couldn’t help. He could barely stand. He used his sword as a cane and staggered towards the wagon. 
“Valanna! They took Valanna.” Kulara said. She mounted her horse, but Asem grabbed the reins. “We have done enough,” he said, his voice nearly breaking. Trak could tell letting her go was very difficult. 
“But you brought her here.” Honor said.
“She came because she could recognize Trak. Her mission is over.”
“No!” Trak said. He stumbled and fell on the ground. “No.” He couldn’t gather the strength to get up and weakly pounded his fist on the dirt. “No.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
 
THEY HAD TAKEN THE WAGON AS FAR AS THEY COULD along one of the many feeder trails before they abandoned it. Rasia led them to the one that would lead them through the pass. Trak had not yet regained all of his strength, but assisted the injured Malena in mounting a horse and helped spread the wagon’s supplies among them for the rest of their trip to Bitrium. They left plenty behind, bundled up from the elements as best as they could. 
Asem found a tiny clearing and Kulara, Honor and he pushed the wagon into it and covered the opening with brush and debris. They had been sweeping up their tracks for a few miles. 
Trak refused to talk to him about Valanna, but Asem hoped that Trak was intelligent enough to understand.
“We had to let her go. If they turn her into a guild member, we all know how to bring back her memories. Right now, getting you out of Santasia is our primary goal. It always has been.”
Trak’s face looked pathetic. He had been crying and wailing as if he had been injured. Perhaps his final deed had weakened his resolve and loosened up his emotions. Asem had to admit that Valanna’s capture made him feel like someone had ripped his arm off, but he had felt a similar feeling too many times in his life. When he first heard of Trak, the boy had been a curiosity, to compare to legendary magicians, but his power astounded Asem. He tried to speak to Honor about it, but she had no relevant words for what Trak had done. She didn’t even know of any records of a magician who had used a sword as a focus like Trak had instinctively done. It turned what magic Asem practiced into parlor tricks.
“It’s time to revive Sunbeam,” Honor said. “Unbind her feet, but not her hands.”
“Vintner will likely be long gone by the time we get there,” Rasia said, looking down at Sunbeam.
Honor put her hand to her chin. “Maybe not.” She concentrated on Sunbeam and said, “ Worry.”
“With a little luck, the reverse spell will unbind any forced allegiance to the guild, but it might remove the link with Vintner as well.”
“I should have thought of that,” Rasia said. The guide looked at Trak and then at the rest of their group. “Being the only non-magician here, I suggest that none of us talk about how Trak defeated the Santasians.” She looked at Trak. “I am afraid of your power, and I think it is for your own good that we not talk about it in Bitrium. If others know about it, they’ll come looking for you so they can keep you from using that kind of power.”
Asem nodded and put his arm around Trak’s shoulders. “I agree with Rasia. It is a secret for us to hold close. Trak?”
“I’d be the last to call attention to myself. So I’m fine with not talking about it.” He looked at Honor. “I need to learn how to control it, though. Can we still work on that?”
“Of course. Since it will be our secret, we all must agree.”
They all committed to keep the extent of Trak’s power a secret.
Rasia sighed. “Secrets, I hate them, but what would life be like without them?”
Honor put her arm around the woman’s shoulders. “You’ve been through enough.”
Asem kept his eyes on Sunbeam, but he wanted to look at Rasia. Honor had said something significant about Rasia and he would have liked to know her story. He loved to understand people and Rasia didn’t provide him with much understanding from her point of view. He knew Kulara well enough not to enlist her to find out. His second wife was nosy and there were limits when it came to women sharing secrets.
Sunbeam struggled. Her back twisted into an arch as if she was in great pain. Perhaps the spells caused physical discomfort. He’d have to ask Trak. Then she relaxed and opened her eyes.
“I am free, aren’t I?”
Honor knelt down and held Sunbeam’s hand. “Do you remember everything?”
Sunbeam shook her head. “The link is gone, I know that, blessed day! I am finally rid of that renegade.”
“Vintner?”
She nodded and made a face. “You must think awful things of me, but Vintner was turned by the guild and the link made me follow his will. I tried to fight it, but…” Sunbeam broke down into tears, but then stopped as she looked around her. “Where are we? This isn’t anywhere around Gorinza. We are heading to Bitrium, but this isn’t the way.”
Rasia took Asem aside. “She’s never used this pass before. Spies go on the main road in case they are caught and tortured.”
“Yet you trusted us?”
Rasia looked Asem in the eye. “We had no time to lose. I would appreciate your telling the others.”
“Even Honor?” Asem said.
Rasia nodded her head. “If it were up to me they would all ascend blindfolded.”
“We can still do that,” Asem said. “We haven’t reached the actual track yet. We will need four riders. One to lead, and three to hold the reins for the horses of Honor, Malena and Sunbeam.”
“Trak?” Rasia said. No one else could do it. “Why him?”
“He will soon regain his strength. He is a good swordsman and he needs distractions,” Asem said.
Rasia gazed into Asem’s eyes. “You are a better man than I thought.”
Asem smiled. “Don’t ever tell Kulara that.”
“I won’t,” Rasia actually returned his smile and soon they were on their way. “But I will tell you that she said you put me out of action at the restaurant.”
Asem kept control of his expression. One day Kulara’s loose lips would get him in real trouble. “I didn’t want you hurt. There were bolts and fireballs being slung with abandon. Even Valanna couldn’t avoid injury.”
“I was angry at first, but then I realized I would have done the same, if I could, for one of my fellow scouts.” She nodded to Asem and hurried to get everyone going.
Two hours later, Rasia found the trail that would take them to Colcan. Asem wouldn’t have been able to find it, but she did, amazingly.
They camped in a little clearing and took the blindfolds off of the others. After a night of tossing and turning and dreaming of Prince Nez yanking Valanna off from the wagon, Asem gratefully woke to a clear dawn sky.
Their trip back took them an extra day, but soon Asem saw the towers of Bitrium.
“I’ll ride ahead and make sure that Vintner doesn’t get away, if he hasn’t already,” Rasia said.
Asem waved to her as she stopped to wave goodbye to them. He knew she wouldn’t have thought to do something so ‘nice’ just a few days previous.
~
Bitrium is a creepy city, Trak thought. The tall towers and dark gray stone gave the city too much of a brooding presence. He had visions of the towers turning into stone giants and stomping on them all. The people matched the architecture. The entire place was filled with prickly Honors. 
He nearly smiled, as he looked out from his window nineteen floors above the ground. It was like looking from the pass to the lands below. A knock on the door of his rooms made him turn away from the view.
“We are meeting in the dining room,” Asem said after he poked his head through the door.
Val’s abduction still stung. If he had the strength, he would have saved her, but he couldn’t even stand and no one else could do anything about the abduction either. He had to stop feeling guilty, Trak knew that, but the pain of letting her down still stung him.
Trak had been very angry at Asem for stopping him from staggering after Valanna, but now he realized that the Warishian had it right. Valanna was lost after Kulara and Honor had done all they could to stop the men. It didn’t stop the frustration and the unexpected pain. 
He hadn’t had the chance to say he forgave her for deserting him like she did in Pestle, but did she even think she had done anything wrong? Trak was still shy around women and perhaps if he were more seasoned, he could have let their relationship go, but losing her only made him think of her more often. He had broken down on the ride back and still felt embarrassed about it, but all of these people had put their lives at risk to save him and Trak found that he had a hard time accepting it.
Perhaps he could send a message to Dalistro. Trak had no idea what he would think of his adventures. It seemed so long ago since his tutor departed Espozia and left Trak on his own, if he really had. Maybe Dalistro didn’t expect the Magicians Guild would move when he was gone.
In retrospect, Trak thought that seemed too naive of a move on his tutor’s part. Maybe a letter wouldn’t be a good thing.
He sighed and left his room. It was nicer than any room he had ever used except for Dalistro’s mansion. Despite the simplicity of everything, Trak knew quality when he saw it and the people of Bitrium knew how to furnish a room.
The food was a different story. The magicians obviously liked to inflict punishment on themselves and the principal way they did that was through their diet. Trak merely ate the tasteless food to gain physical and magical strength back. No wonder they all walked around with pinched faces.
He put some of the dreadful fare on his plate and sat next to Rasia.
“I’m surprised they haven’t put me back out in the field,” she said. She took a bite and savored the savorless. Trak took a bit of the same thing and couldn’t figure out what made it tasty to her.
“But you did capture Vintner.” 
She nodded with her mouth still full. She gulped. “He was getting ready to flee and when he saw me, he ran for the back door. One of my scouts greeted him.” She smashed a fist into her hand.
“So what will happen to him?” 
“I wouldn’t ‘worry’ about it.” She gave Trak a ferocious smile and took another bite.
Others entered the room just as the rest of them finished their meal. Trak had thought he had asked all of their questions, but evidently there would be more.
The man named Berin, who seemed to be a friend of Asem’s, spoke. “I don’t suppose you’ll be heading north again?”
“There is my ward to rescue, Berin,” Asem said.
“You’ll be too well known, now, and you have enough magic in you that the Magicians Guild can convert you if captured.”
“If they do that, all of my knowledge leaves, isn’t that right, Honor?”
“Except for Trak’s case, that is my experience. Valanna is safe among them for now. She’ll be fed and has sufficient power to progress to a comfortable level. I think Berin is right.”
Asem played with his lower lip. “Then I am a man without a purpose.”
Kulara gave Honor a meaningful look and nodded. Trak realized that the signal was out of Asem’s line of sight.
“Not so,” Honor said. “Trak is still in need of an education. Perhaps a season or two among us teaching Trak political things and facts about Warish would be productive.”
Berin raised his eyebrows. “I’m amenable. We can find you suitable quarters in a house in town. I know you don’t like being cooped up in this tower.”
Asem narrowed his eyes as he processed the offer. “It’s not a matter of being cooped up—“
“Yes, it is, my dear,” Kulara said. “We will take you up on the offer, if Honor joins us.”
“I am willing,” Honor said. “There should be a house or two that can comfortably house us all including a practice studio and a stone maze.”
“There is,” Berin said.
“Are you willing to cook for me?” Asem said.
Kulara blushed. “Of course.”
Any food would be better than this. Trak added, “I’m agreeable. Anything to further my education.”
Berin slapped both of his hands on the table. “It’s settled. I’d like to have you around anyway, Asem. There is trouble brewing all around us and I’d like for Colcan to be prepared.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
VALANNA COULDN’T COMMUNICATE much more than her name. Everyone around her spoke Santasian so she had no idea what they were talking about. She sat in a cell a few floors underneath the Magicians Guild in Mozira and wondered why they hadn’t just erased her memory. Perhaps that might be a blessing, she thought. They hadn’t provided her with a light, so she made one of her own, to dispel the gloom. 
At least Trak and the others had survived the attack She couldn’t believe Trak’s trick of using the sword like a massive wand. Valanna had never seen such power. Trak had an affinity with the earth’s power that might be legendary one day, but who would make the act a legend?  Asem wouldn’t speak about such a thing and she hoped that the Colcanans wouldn’t either.
She heard someone walking down the steps.
“You are the Colcan woman?” A man said as he opened the door.
“I come from Pestle, by way of Warish,” Valanna said. 
“Enemies and here you sit in a Santasian cell fleeing to Colcan. You are an international spy, yes?”
Valanna was glad she sat in shadows or he would see the blush on her face. “A spy? Hardly, I came from Colcan to bring an old friend out of captivity.”
“Your ‘old friend’ had already escaped from the Magician’s Guild in Espozia.” He looked at her magician’s light. “I see that you have talent yourself.”
What a mistake! She should never have shown any magic. Would they obliterate her mind like they had Trak and Malena? “A little, enough to make that.” She pointed to the light. “I am mostly unschooled.”
“I would very much like to change that, but unfortunately, I have been told to keep your mind intact. We wait for a Council representative to interview you. He is coming from Nikia. Aren’t birds wonderful for speedy communication?” His smile seemed genuine.
The man stopped talking, but remained in the room. Valanna wondered why. The cell smelled of her and the bucket in the corner didn’t add any perfume to the air. She wasn’t about to tell him about linked couples, but they probably already knew with Sunbeam’s betrayal.
“Why were you with the Colcanans?” He leaned over and twisted a loose strand of her blonde hair. 
“The two friends that accompanied me into Santasia intended to journey to Espozia, until we found out about my friend.”
Another pause. “Come with me. We will put you in a better room and let you freshen up a bit. We aren’t really enemies. Santasia isn’t at war with Pestle or Warish.”
“What about Colcan?”
“I’d describe it as an uneasy peace and since Bluntwithe is Pestlan, as are you, there is no need to be antagonistic.”
Valanna had to bite her tongue not to say anything about the kidnappers or the men that Trak had killed or even her own abduction. But she had no leverage of any kind sitting in a cell and had no chance of escape.
~
Having a bath and a place to relieve herself in something other than the bucket in her room did help make her abduction less painful. Valanna had no idea what kind of value she would have to the Santasians and once they found that out, she resigned herself to losing her memories and becoming a member of the Santasian Magicians Guild. 
She reminded herself that Asem no longer needed her. She couldn’t look to him for help at this point. Trak just left Santasia and had no reason to return. Honor. Valanna shrugged her shoulders as she thought about her former teacher. She finally decided that Honor Fidelia had many layers and she had only been exposed to a few of them. Honor would do as she wished.
But she had been the source of the ‘worry’ spell reversal word. That gave her an idea. Trak had scratched it on his wrist. She would do the same, but on something less visible. What to use? She went to a little desk in the room and found paper, pencil and an old iron-bibbed pen. The point was sharp on the pen. 
She drew up her dress and scratched two words, ’Say Worry’ on the inside of her upper thigh. The wound hurt and began to bleed. She took off the bandage still wrapped around her arm for the burn at Sunbeam’s restaurant and washed it out and laid it on the hot tiles on the window sill that jutted from her room.
Who would come while it dried? she thought. It didn’t take very long and then she washed the blood from the scratches and wrapped her thigh with most of it and re-wound two layers on her burn. Now if they obliterated her mind, she had the means to save herself, if she remembered to use power to say it.
What else could she do to prepare? If she escaped she would have to wear a hat. There were some fair-skinned Santasians, but no blondes. She would have to think about it some more.
The next day, a man unlocked the door, carrying her midday meal. She didn’t bother to look at him, but he was the first man to deliver her food. She left the room to use the adjacent facility and when she came back, he sat at her table, with his back to her, eating.
“I beg your pardon. Are you eating my food?”
The man turned around and grinned. “I thought it better to bring my own since we have a lot to discuss,” the man said in lightly accented Pestlan.
Her mouth dropped open when she recognized the face of Misson Dalistro.
“You are my interrogator?”
“The one and the same. How have you been Valanna?”
“Captured.” The word had popped into her mind.
“I am aware of that. I am still a friend, by the way. The men who sought to re-capture Trak were not sent by the Council but by the Magicians Guild.”
Valanna furrowed her brow. “But we are sitting in the Magicians Guild.”
“There is a difference between the guild in Espozia and the one in Mozira. Here they are more… practical? In Espozia, the guild believes they are prime over the Council, not so here. I am on assignment from the council and we have people in the Moziran guild who keep us informed. Actually, they keep us better informed about the Espozia guild than from the Espozians. I imagine it may seem complicated to you.”
Valanna shook her head. “Not if you’ve spent much time in Balbaam. It is worse, if you can believe it.” She finally sat and ripped off a morsel from a small loaf of bread. She continued after swallowing. “Am I to be alarmed or relieved? Are you a worse person than Trak described?”
Dalistro grinned and leaned forward with his chin resting on his fist. “What did happen with Trak?”
She had always liked Dalistro, although she hadn’t really spent much time learning from him in Pestledown. She didn’t have anything to lose so she gave him what information she gleaned from Honor and Trak, but didn’t say very much about the help that Berin gave them and didn’t name Asem or Kulara.
“Did you know that Honor was a Colcan and a member of the guild?” she said.
“Of course. That is why she had her own house. I didn’t think the guild would move so quickly on Trak, however, or I would have never left for Pestle.”
“Is he really as good with a sword as he told us?”
Dalistro shrugged. “I don’t know what he told you, but he is quite good. He has given me a good match. What astounds me is that he was able to remember anything after the guild tried to convert him. It is my understanding, in such things, that the memory is gone.”
“He said he was truly converted, but he remembered all of his poses and knew that Honor was someone he vaguely recognized from his previous life. They had some help, but he didn’t mention names other than Malena and Honor.”
“Good boy. It is good to know that Trak can keep secrets well enough. I’ll verify all of this when we return to Espozia.”
Valanna felt the sting of disappointment. “I can’t go back to Colcan?” She got up and put her hands on the windowsill. The thought of being separated from Asem, Kulara and Trak made her ache inside. Why Trak? Had he found a way to grow older in her mind? Did she care for him more than for Asem and his wife?  She did. The thought made her bow her head between her outstretched arms. What a time to realize she really liked him when she had just left Trak. 
Dalistro rose and put his hands on her shoulders. “I understand this has been a trial.”
She nearly laughed at his misinterpretation of her actions. She shook her head. “I am relieved, somewhat. But why are you so nice to me? What have I done to deserve your goodwill?”
“I’ll think of something,” Dalistro said. “Currently, think of yourself as Trak’s replacement. I’ll make sure the guild doesn’t take you away, this time.”
She could feel the strength of steel in his vow about the guild. “Can I at least post a letter to Asem?”
“Asem? Prince Asem of the Ferezanan? You know him?”
Valanna would kick herself if she could. “He was the man who led us to save Trak.”
“He brought you to Colcan? Why?”
Now Asem would be furious with her. “I know Honor and Trak. He didn’t. We were to travel to Espozia to find him. We didn’t know about any of this before we reached Bitrium.”
Dalistro relaxed. “Of course. You told the Warishians about Trak, didn’t you?”
“Asem and the Warishians suspected Trak would be a strong magician before he even started with Podor. He merely worked it so I could verify that he had the power that was rumored. I am no spy, nothing more than a forced observer, really.”
He laughed. “Most spies are nothing more than observers, but don’t worry, I understand. That is behind us, my dear Valanna. Asem is known to me. As far as I know, he is honorable enough, although his honor heretofore has been restricted to Warish. Are you still an agent?”
“No.” Valanna couldn’t be more definitive than that. “I had, uh, troubles with someone. Asem wanted to meet Trak over that someone’s objections, so we both left to find Trak Bluntwithe in Espozia.” She went on to relate her adventures.
“Since Asem is a prince of that realm, then he might be on the run, as are you.”
Valanna nodded her head. “It served us both to come. I was very, very seasick, so we landed at Tachium and traveled by land.”
“Fortunate that you did. Tell me again what happened at the bandits’ cabin.”
Valanna did so. 
“If it weren’t for you, they would be heading back to Espozia. I think, after what you’ve told me, that everything has turned out for the best.”
His words astonished her. “Aren’t you going to invade Colcan to grab him?”
“Trak’s important, but even if I wanted to, the council wouldn’t believe he was worth a war with the Colcanans. I wish both sides would make peace with each other, but the magicians on both sides are the true antagonists. They wanted Trak because he escaped. In fact, the magicians told me that two highly placed masters escaped from the guild. One must have been Trak and the other, Honor. It has never happened before, to my knowledge, and I’m sure that scares them all, especially that scoundrel Riotro.”
Valanna furrowed her brow. “Who?”
“Riotro, the Black Master of the guild. He’s as petty and power-hungry as any on the Council.” Dalistro smiled in a way he never had in Pestledown. It wasn’t exactly evil, but thoughts of revenge probably powered it. “Now I have more leverage that I ever had.”
“I hope I’m not that leverage.”
He patted her hand. “No, and I will make it plain you are not to be touched by the guild.”
She didn’t like his eyes or that smile. She hoped that Dalistro wouldn’t turn into a lecherous Prince Nez.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
ANOTHER LETTER! PRINCE NEZ GRINNED. Bachalian had found it in his clothes at the brothel he currently made his home. Nez opened the seal and read the contents, after the woman in his bed fell asleep. 
 
Mighty Prince,
 
Stay patient. You will soon hear of events in Santasia. When that happens, be ready to act.
 
Nez curled his fist as he thought of crushing his father. His revenge would be so sweet and the throne of Warish would be even sweeter.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
TRAK, ASEM AND KULARA SHARED A LARGE HOUSE that sat on the outer edge of Bitrium next to the city wall, although Honor and Malena ended up staying at quarters in the towers. Trak didn’t like the dark gray stone that made up most of Bitrium’s buildings, but the house did have grounds that included grass, trees and a flower garden that broke up the dismal architecture. It also had a practice maze made out of the same stone, and like the maze in Espozia, it opened occasionally into practice areas with vine-covered walls.
Honor walked with him outside. They sat on a bench deep in the maze.
“Do you trust Asem?” she said.
“So far, he hasn’t shared with me what drove him out of Warish, but I haven’t asked. He treats me well enough. Kulara does, too. They are definitely from the desert and can instantly close up like a flower at night.”
Honor seemed a bit more relaxed, but Trak still saw the severity that she had grown up with all around him. He really didn’t view her harshness as much different from the Warishians. He did trust her and he felt that she trusted him. 
“I don’t want you teaching Kulara any poses. We Colcanans jealously guard our secrets—“
“Like the linking spell? That’s not one of the sixty-seven poses.” 
Honor nodded. “That and how we manipulate poses and power words. I will teach you those once you have finished mastering all of the power words for the basic sixty-seven poses. Bitrium exists as Colcan’s principal learning center. This house and grounds are usually used for special classes, but the council has decided that you can use it as long as you are with us.” Honor paused for a moment.
Trak didn’t think she liked what she was going to say when she took a deep breath.
“You will have to make a promise,” she said.
Here it came, the conditions that might force him to leave the city. He wouldn’t be bound like he was at the Magicians Guild.
“We want you to share any new poses or uses of power words that you might develop with us.”
Trak blew a sigh of relief. If they were willing to teach him their secrets, if he ever came up with something unique, he could certainly pay them back with his knowledge. No one had ever asked him to pay for any training, tutoring or anything else since Dalistro had taken him to Espozia.
He smiled. “I can do that. It’s little enough to pay you back for all you’ve done.”
Honor presented him with a wan smile. “You’ve done enough for Colcan, just by confounding the Santasian Magician’s Guild. Without our escape, we’d never know that Vintner had suborned Sunbeam. I have something for you.” She pulled a folded paper out of the pocket of her dress and handed it over. “I think it’s from Valanna.”
Trak noticed that someone had already ripped through the seal and read the note.
 
Trak Bluntwithe,
 
I wanted you to know that I have met with Misson Dalistro, here in Mozira and will be on my way to Espozia by the time you read this. After a day or so in a dungeon cell, I have been treated much better than I thought I would be. I’m not exactly a prisoner, but I wouldn’t categorize my status as free. 
Our old tutor has promised to protect me from the Magicians Guild, something he acknowledges that he failed to do with you. He has told me to say he is very sorry for what happened and wants me to remind you that he still considers you a friend and hopes you do the same. He is sorry that his affairs took him additional time or he would have gotten you freed without your having to escape Espozia.
There is more I wish to share with you, but I’m only permitted a single sheet by the Magicians Guild in this town. There is a rivalry between the north and the south, it seems.
Please let Prince Asem and his wife know that I am well and not in need of immediate rescue.
I very much look forward to seeing you again,
 
Valanna 
 
He raised his head from the letter and handed it to Honor. “She has landed on her feet, it seems,” he said. If she wrote the truth, a great load had been lifted from his mind. His impotence after the utter exhaustion that overcame him after he took care of their riders still bothered him. He had felt failure, having nothing left to save Valanna. That still seared his soul with remorse, regret, sadness and other feelings he couldn’t describe. He smiled with the relief that she had survived her own abduction. 
Why did she write the letter to him and not Prince Asem? Trak didn’t know the Warishian to be so highly placed. He certainly didn’t treat him or anyone else with the arrogance Trak had always ascribed to princes.
She wanted to see him again. That also surprised him. He had always felt attracted to her, but he never thought it was reciprocated, especially after she withdrew from all of her classes. Perhaps Asem could tell him more about her role as a spy in Pestledown.
“This is much better than I expected, Trak. I truly thought she would be wearing the Yellow by now. I’ve known Dalistro for a while, personally and by reputation, as do you, and he will do what he can to protect her. I would say that Valanna’s admiration for you has grown.”
Trak’s ears perked up at that. “I didn’t think she had any feelings towards me.”
Honor put the letter on her lap and leaned back on the bench. “When she lived with me, she liked you well enough, but you were, and are, a year younger than she. She thought of you more like a brother. Perhaps that has changed since you demonstrated a level of power no child could. When you step back from a relationship, you often see people a little differently.”
That aligned with what Trak had been thinking. Perhaps some hope existed that she might perceive him as more than a brother. 
“Have you ever been in a relationship that you had to step back from?”
Honor blinked at the unexpected question. He had rarely seen her so flustered. “I have, a long time ago when I was a different person. It is something we don’t have to discuss.”
Trak could see he had walked on delicate ground. “I’m sorry if I upset you.”
She giggled nervously. “It doesn’t happen often.” She patted Trak’s knee. “I was young and in love. Yes, even I can become emotionally involved with someone. My experience was something like Malena’s. My ‘friend’ found another and I was very hurt. I didn’t know if I hated him or loved him after his betrayal of our relationship. I came here, as a matter of fact, to learn magic as a result of his rejection. A few years later, I went back to my hometown and both he and his wife had grown fat and had lacked my newly acquired sophistication. I had thought myself so superior.”
Honor sighed and looked around at the walls of the maze. “I found out that they had a child, a happy child, and ended up being jealous of their happiness when I visited my parents not long after. I had retained my sophistication, but never found another man to love. There is more to life than sophistication.”
Trak snorted. “I’m anything but sophisticated.”
She patted his knee again. “You’ve changed much more than you realize, Trak. Put that letter away and let’s see what you’ve forgotten.” Honor pulled Trak’s portfolio onto her lap. “Start at the beginning. If you wish to use the fluid forms, do so, but pause at each pose.”
After a moment of thinking with his hands on his hips, he closed his eyes and went through the first few forms in his head. When he caught the rhythm of the poses, he began, making sure to count three beats at every pose. 
When he had finished, he pulled at his damp shirt and wiped the sweat from his brow. He grinned when he realized that he hadn’t missed a single pose.
~
The leaves had fallen from the ivy on the maze walls and winter had returned when Trak finally learned all of the poses together with the key words. Honor had let Asem and Kulara observe them, but now they had reached a level that Trak had looked forward to: the way to modify poses and keywords. 
“We are finished in the maze for now,” Honor said. “The next phase of your instruction will take place in a practice facility on the other side of the towers from this house.” 
Trak didn’t know if the new learning site was really necessary, but he recognized that Honor didn’t want Asem and Kulara to know Colcanan secrets.
“We will miss watching your education,” Kulara said. “I think Honor doesn’t want us to compare Warishian secrets with Colcanan secrets. Do you want to learn both?”
Temptation caught at Trak, but he reluctantly shook his head. “I committed to Honor that I wouldn’t divulge what I may learn in the next stage of my training.” That wasn’t a firm commitment, but Trak felt that was Honor’s intent. 
Asem focused on Trak’s eyes. “We won’t ask you to break that promise, but if you wish, we will teach you—“
“I will teach you,” Kulara said, giving her husband a scolding glance. “Asem now knows little more than he did even after observing all of your poses. We have more spells and advanced techniques to show you.”
Trak narrowed his eyes. “And what do you want in return?”
“Your friendship,” Asem said. “Nothing more. You will be an important part of what is to come and we will need all the friends that we can get. By ‘we’ I mean Kulara and me. My future in Warish is…” he searched for a word, “precarious.”
“You mean spiriting Val out of Balbaam under Prince Nez’s nose?”
“That and other things that may have come to light after my departure.”
“But you are a prince of the Ferezan. Doesn’t that count for anything?”
“Only that my death can’t be so casually ordered.”
“You told me that,” Trak said.
“That hasn’t changed. We left willingly. Once Nez assumes the Pestledown throne, the Warishian kingdom will be thrown into turmoil.”
Trak nodded. He’d heard it before, but couldn’t fathom the rule of a kingdom being presented to a vicious incompetent. Perhaps he needed some perspective from Dalistro or maybe Asem could help him flesh out his Warishian knowledge more.
“I know so little of practical politics,” Trak said. “Could you teach me the nasty parts?”
Asem laughed. “You already have experienced some of those. Certainly, I will tutor you. Your outlook will change, and not for the better, I’m afraid.”
“If I am to be part of what happens in the world, I’d rather do it with my eyes wide open so I can better judge, if I am able to at all, who I truly support.”
Kulara patted Trak on the back. “Well said. That might not be so easy to do, but we will give you our perspective.”
Having the perspective of the desert people, the two of them certainly thought differently than he did.
“I appreciate that.” 
~
Three men sat on one side of a long table in a large room, devoid of anything but the table and the chairs around it. Trak noticed the scarring on the stone walls that looked like the walls in the maze. High square windows illuminated the room. The glass had a greenish look to it that might indicate the panes were very thick. The ceiling was faced with stone. He could see metal fasteners, probably bolts holding the stone plates in. The room would be fireproof except for the table and chairs.
Honor had escorted him to the room to stand in front of the table.
One of them stood. “Hello Trak, this is Service Larius and Willing Nomia, Deans of the Magician’s College of Bitrium. Before Honor Fidelia begins to educate you further using techniques we have kept to ourselves, we would like to see a demonstration of the basic sixty-seven Poses and an example of your control of power. Honor says you were a Purple at Espozia. That is not enough to convince the Deans that we should make an exception for you.”
“Just do what you’ve shown me,” Honor said quietly and took a seat at the table.
The four of them looked on, three with a great deal of interest. Honor knew what to expect and looked significantly more relaxed than the others. By now, Trak barely needed a moment to collect himself as he went through what he called his Dance of Poses. He ignored the mutterings of the men and finished his demonstration.
“Which pose would you like me to show you?”
“Fire.” The men all said the same thing simultaneously, just as Honor had predicted.
He sighed and took out the knife from his belt. He assumed the fire pose, but this variation, one of the few extra that Honor had taught him, pointed straight up. Trak looked up at the ceiling and saw no burn marks. That would change today. 
He whispered the power word and a tiny flame, little larger than a candle appeared at the tip of the knife. He said it with more concentration and the light moved higher. As he progressively said the power word more loudly, the flame extended upwards until the column of flame licked against the stone tiles on the ceiling. He relaxed and left the pose.
“Is that control enough?” Trak said as he put the knife back in its sheath at his waist.
The men were speechless, but managed nods.
“Where did you find this boy?” Willing said hoarsely, still staring at Trak, who sat back in his chair.
“He is the grandson of the magician whose mistake ended magic in Pestledown. His father,” she looked sideways at Trak, “is a magician as well as a Colcan, although he has sworn he will never utter another power word. I will tell you his real identity later.”
Neel, a magician? That shocked Trak. As long as he knew the man, Neel had kept to that vow. He was a Colcanan, like Honor and that meant that Trak had Colcan blood as well.
Service’s eyes went wide as he took a deep breath. The astonishment surprised him, but Honor’s revelation surprised him more. “Nellus’s son. Where did you learn to use the knife as a focus?”
“I figured that one out on my own. If one can use a wand, then what does it matter what made up the wand. The steel and the point on a blade help to direct the magic in a more controlled stream. Did Honor tell you about how I stopped the advance on our position at the woods leading to Colcan? I’m sorry but I don’t know the name of the place.”
They all looked at Honor.
“I didn’t tell you, because I wanted you to witness this first hand. He focused a lightning pose through a sword creating a flexible stream of lightning that he swept back and forth,” she cleared her throat as she might have remembered the scene, “and eliminated the threat. An awesome display of power.”
“You don’t need to do that here, Master Bluntwithe. I would hardly call that raw power, but you have acquired impeccable control. I personally would like you to demonstrate the lightning technique, but not here, for obvious reasons.”
Trak nodded. “Yes, sir, can I get further instruction?”
Berin looked at Willing and Service who nodded as he looked at them. “Of course, of course. Especially since we now know you are one of us.”
“I am half Pestlan, sir.”
“Yes, yes, Honor will start with your advanced training. No one has your power, but as is well known among us, power is only one aspect of a magician’s overall ability. There is another we will assign that we will bring out of retirement, if he will agree.”
“Strength?” Honor said.
Where did these Colcanans get their first names? Berin’s was fine, but Willing, Service, Honor and now, Strength? 
The men nodded. “I will convince Father,” Service said as they all stood.
Trak and Honor rose and she kept him in the room as the others filed out.
She sat Trak down. “It’s time to learn a little more about your father.”
“What is his real name?”
“Nellus Fidelia.”
“Your brother?”
Honor nodded. “My brother, damn him. Neel Cardswallow. Such a name! He’s been the black sheep of the family ever since he could utter the curse words he heard Father use when Nellus could barely walk.”
Trak smiled. “So that’s why he could get you to tutor me.”
“That helped. He and our Father had many fallings out until Colcan wasn’t big enough for the two of them and he left Bitrium and finally ended up in Pestledown. There he met your mother and married her. When she died after being exposed by her brother for using magic, he refused then and there to make another pose.”
“But he is a swordsman!”
“If he couldn’t defend himself with a spell, what else could he use? He left you with the innkeeper and learned a number of new crafts, an expert armsman being one of them. He also learned how to gamble and lie and cheat and become a rebel. Nellus vowed to take a dangerous path to eventually rid Pestle of the king, but it was not to be. One man against a nation? He still blunts his sword on an impregnable castle wall. That was why Able raised you as his son. So if Nellus did something incredibly stupid, you wouldn’t be harmed by a direct connection.”
“Did he do anything incredibly stupid?”
“More times that I think you could count, but nothing bad enough to cost him his life, until recently. The world has become a very unstable place.”
Trak Fidelia, his real name. He didn’t know if he’d ever get used to that or calling Neel anything but Neel. He would call him Father before he would blurt out Nellus.
“So, you are my auntie.”
“I guess I am. Don’t go about thinking you will get out of any work. Strength, if he agrees to help, is requires you to stretch your thinking. I didn’t like him when I was learning.”
“He must be old,” Trak said.
“Old enough. He likes his peculiar ways.”
~
Honor and he had decided not to let Asem know about Trak’s heritage. He might already know it, but Asem could reveal such knowledge when he wished, She told Berin to be silent about it to Asem, as well. No one knew just how Asem would use the information. Everyone trusted Asem to a point, but no one knew exactly what that point might be.
A few days later, Trak waited in the practice room for Strength to appear. He had expected a little old bent-over bearded and bald-headed man walking in, heavily leaning on a staff all dressed in the dark gray that most other people wore. To his surprise, Strength huffed his way in on his own power. He sported a clean-shaven chin, a luxurious shock of white hair with a light purple streak running through it. Colcanans liked the little flash of color in their hair, perhaps something to relieve them from the severity of their city. Strength also wore a suit of clothes in navy blue with a light gray tunic underneath his coat. Perhaps the dress code lightened up once one retired.
“Sit, sit,” Strength said with a strong deep bass voice. “You are Trak Fidelia, of course.”
“You can call me Trak.” He didn’t know if the offer was impertinent.
“Good. Call me Ben. My old name is Biennium Nomia and I find myself thinking of myself as Ben, these days. Is that all right?”
“Fine, Ben,” Trak said, glancing a bit uncertainly at Honor.
Ben pulled up a chair so that the three of them faced each other in a triangle, “You want to learn how all this magic stuff works?” He didn’t seem at all imposing.
“I know how it works, I’d like to learn how to do different things without killing myself.”
“A lofty goal. As you can see, I was mostly successful, although I hope you won’t mind if I don’t show you my scars.” Ben grinned while Honor grimaced. Trak had heard much the same from Dalistro. He didn’t doubt either man’s claim to experience.
Trak wondered if Honor hadn’t heard this all before. She looked like she had.
“It is a matter of focus and careful posing. Most magicians don’t get to the level where they can truly innovate. Honor has. You can tell by her name. That’s not her real one. She was born—“
“That’s enough, Strength. You are on the verge of being very rude,” she said, snapping at him.
“Ah, yes, you see, Trak, that when you reach the level of innovation, you take on a new prosaic name. It is similar to Master colors in Santasia. You went right to Purple, I understand. Weren’t you a Red, Honor?”
“Dark Red,” she said.
“Right, Dark Red. Those mean nothing to us as there is only one magician in all of Santasia who can innovate.”
“Riotro the Black,” Trak said.
Ben nodded and grinned. “Precisely, Riotro, what a cad he is. I’ve met him before, you know.” Ben made a face. “An ill-fated trip to Espozia to try for a reconciliation between the guild and the college.” He shook his head. “As long as he is head of their guild, the Espozian magicians will always be our enemy.”
Trak wondered if most countries rose and fell through the personalities of their highest leader. That was another question for Asem, not Ben. The king of Pestle certainly showed his weakness and Asem had been instrumental in helping craft the fall of Trak’s country, but if the Pestle king exhibited more strength, the Warishian subversion would have failed long ago.
“Why does Riotro dislike the Colcanans so much?” Trak said.
“This is a magic class, not politics, but I’ll answer from the Colcanan point of view. Quite simply, he has a massive ego and thinks that we should join his guild, with Riotro in charge, of course. We have at least three or four magicians as powerful as he, not including you.” Ben smiled. “Now, let’s talk about the principal of innovation.”
“I’ll leave now that you two have met,” Honor said, standing up. 
Ben frowned. “You don’t want to participate?” 
She shook her head. “No, I don’t and you know why, Strength.”
He looked like she had hurt him. He waved his hand at her. “Go. But you are free to participate.”
Honor scowled, but nodded. “I might later on.”
Trak watched her leave the practice room. “What is that all about?”
“You will find out in due time. It’s a family matter.”
Trak had to say, “Aren’t I family?”
“Technically, yes, but you aren’t Colcanan born and bred and that makes a difference.”
“I understand. I don’t feel like a Colcanan and I’m not used to Honor being my aunt. In fact, I’m not used to Neel being Nellus. So…” he shrugged his shoulders. 
Ben gave Trak a sideways look. “Back to magic?”
“Back to magic.” 
After clearing his throat, Ben launched into a familiar description of magic, power, poses and magic words. Trak had heard it all before, but he didn’t mind hearing it again from a different point of view. However, Ben’s explanation was pretty much the way Honor described it.
Ben finished his initial lecture. “So, innovation requires knowing the poses and looking inside at the flow.”
“But how do the power words work? I know they are needed and they make the magic produce different effects,” Trak said. Now Ben was getting somewhere interesting.
“Good.” Ben smiled. “That is exactly the right question to ask, and I will tell you the great secret, since I know you are ready for it. You can turn any word into a power word. Any word. It is the intent that controls the release of the magic. Without a power word to prime the reaction, it just doesn’t happen.”
“I don’t believe it,” Trak said. “The word is the trigger. But you say it’s only a focus to channel the power in the right way?”
Ben nodded his head. “You are right. The problem is that, for most people, a mental trigger is too fuzzy, for lack of a better word. That could lead to—“
Trak was eager to complete Ben’s sentence. “No reaction all the way to the wrong reaction. I keep saying that I must have been lucky the night I fended off a shark with a pose in the ocean, but it’s true.”
“In the ocean, you say?”
Trak nodded. “The shark was headed for me. I posed as if I had a war hammer and yelled ‘Stop’. I think my pose was similar to the destruction one. The shark sunk from sight. Honor said I inadvertently used magic.”
“You were lucky you were the one that didn’t sink to the bottom of the ocean. But note that you said a word rather than tried to invoke power with a thought. We don’t know how many people have been killed trying to say a word orally but thinking of a different word mentally.”
Trak wouldn’t have that explanation either. “It’s the intent. The word that controls the spell is the word that is thought, not the word that is spoken. Should we try it out?”
Ben rose from his chair. “Go ahead. You know there is a risk…”
“I do. Shall I make a light?”
“The word the Santasians usually use is ‘lukee’. I’ll bet that is different from the one you know,” Ben said.
“I know them both.”
Trak pulled out his knife and stood in the pose of creating a light. He held the knife out, like he did in the demonstration to the Deans. “Buckle.” A light a foot high flew up, burning from the knife’s tip. He moved his arm and the light went out. 
He held the light out again and said, “Daisy.” A blue light a foot high appeared. “I’ll try it again.”
“Buckle.” The blue light appeared again. 
Trak smiled and held out the knife. An explosion blew him off of his feet on to his backside. The front of his tunic was scorched from the flame as well as his face and singed hair. “I see what you mean,” he said, getting up, brushing the embers off of his front. “Fuzzy.”
Ben had already moved to his side. “Are you all right?” Trak could see the concern in the old man’s eyes. 
“I am. I suppose I needed to be taught a little humility.”
“Perhaps a lot,” Ben said. He picked up the knife. The tip had been blown off. “It’s a good thing you didn’t use a finger.” He grinned at Trak and ruffled his hair. “A lesson you’ll do well to learn.”
Trak had learned it well enough, but he would practice it some more, just not in front of his tutor. There were too many advantages in not having to mouth the words, he had to admit. The important thing was that he triggered the magic. The rest would come with practice, just like learning weapons forms, but these were new and required much more mental discipline.
“I think you’ve done enough damage for today. What I’d like you to do is practice with the alternate words. You’ve seen the danger to rely on pronouncing them in your head. Take this twisted knife and put it somewhere you can see it often as a reminder that it could have been worse, much worse.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
NEEL WOKE UP TO THE KNOCKING ON THE DOOR of the stable flat at Esmera’s inn. He staggered to the door; the alcohol in his system still flowed from his drinking the night before.
He threw the door open, not concerned that he was only dressed in his underclothes. “What do you want?” he yelled.
A woman, not quite middle aged, winced and drew back from Neel’s wretched state. “I bring a message from Trak Bluntwithe.”
“Trak?” Neel blinked his eyes open and suddenly gained control of his faculties. “Come in. I apologize, I’ve been,” he hiccupped, “drinking.”
“My name is Leaf, Leaf Gougepenny,” she said primly, pushing her way into the flat. “I’ll sit here while you wash up and change your clothes.” She looked at the door at the unmade bed in the next room.
“Of course,” Neel managed a smile and then pushed his hair out of his eyes as he retreated to the bedroom, closing the door.
The room was actually quite orderly, other than the mess Neel had made of the bed during a drunken night, not able to erase the ever-present demons that plagued his soul.
“Trak,” he mumbled as he tried to focus on making himself presentable. He rubbed water on his face and wiped it off. No time for a shave, but he did pour the remains of the water pitcher on his head and toweled it dry. “Now, clothes.” He looked at the wardrobe and threw the first things he could lay his hands on and then ran a brush through his hair. 
He gazed at the mirror and groaned. “That will have to do.” He knew he didn’t normally talk to himself, but the drink still muddled his mind a bit. Neel threw open the door and bowed.
“Forgive me.”
The woman, Gougepenny?  She sat with her back away from the table chair, feet together and hands folded. Where did he hear the name before? Trak…Gougepenny. One of his tutors? Ah yes, now that his head began to clear, he remembered her as a Colcanan spy. 
“Mrs. Gougepenny, I am at your service.” He bowed a bit too quickly and had to restrain, clutching at his now-pounding head. He sat. “Forgive me, I have nothing to offer you in the way of refreshment.”
“That is quite all right, Mr. Cardswallow, or should I say Nellus Fidelia. I have had my luncheon. My married name is not Gougepenny.”
“Berin’s bride, if I remember.”
Her eyes flashed. She looked rather attractive once she shed the emotional stiffness of every Colcan Neel ever knew, except for Ben. Old Strength had to have either died or retired by now. He was the only person who ever understood him.
“What of Trak?”
“I could write it down, but for some bizarre reason, I thought I should present Berin’s message in person.”
“I like that sarcasm, Leaf. You don’t mind if I call you Leaf. Call me Neel. I like it ever so much better than Nellus. Go ahead.”
She pursed her lips and took a deep breath. Neel thought it looked more like an indignant sigh. “Trak was taken by Misson Dalistro to Espozia in Santasia.”
“I know that. Dalistro told me he was going to take my sister, since you know who I am, and Trak away before the king’s guard caught them.”
Leaf nodded and looked reluctant to continue. 
“Look, would you rather us go down and sit in Esmera’s dining room?”
“No.” Leaf looked around and probably noticed for the first time that the flat was in reasonably orderly shape for a man living alone. Neel even had to clean up after Trak. The thought brought a smile to his face. 
“How is he doing? Isn’t Dalistro still tutoring him?”
“Since Dalistro left, Misson has returned to Pestledown and visited other places, and then he left to return to Santasia.”
You could never trust a spy, Neel thought. In fact, why was he trusting Leaf? She had bad news, but she didn’t look like she bore ill tidings. “He didn’t even visit me when he was here.” He said that more to himself than to Leaf.
“Trak was captured by the Espozian Magicians Guild.”
Neel shot to his feet. “Have they converted him? I’m ready—“
Leaf held up her hand to stop his tirade. “He’s already escaped. He’s had some adventures, but he is all right and has found his way to Bitrium. Honor and Strength wanted you to know.”
Neel sat back down and folded his arms. “Strength, you say? He’s still alive.” He smiled. “That’s good, I hope he’s going to have a say in how Trak is treated. I don’t trust Honor very much, not in Bitrium.”
“That’s not for me to say. If you want me to pass on any messages to your son, let me know.”
Neel ground his teeth. “No one is supposed to know he’s my son.”
“I’m afraid that secret is out of the bag, Nellus.”
“Neel.”
She gave him a grim smile. “Neel, then. Prince Asem and his second wife, the Lady Kulara, are staying with Trak and are safe. The girl that he did some learning with—“
“Valanna Sleekbottle”
“Yes, Miss Sleekbottle, whose real last name is Almond, is now a guest of Misson Dalistro after he spirited her away from the Magicians Guild in Mozira.”
Neel smiled to himself. “Trak liked her more than he ever admitted, even after she left to go back to Warish. I always thought she was an unwilling spy. Coffun told me.”
“You know Mr. Cricket?”
“We both know Mr. Cricket. He makes it his purpose to keep tabs on everyone. Working for that toad, Feely, he has let us all know what Warish is doing and I’m sure he talks to you regularly and, of course, Dalistro and his agents when they are in Pestledown. We are a loving little community, except for Dalistro’s last visit. My feelings are hurt that he didn’t visit.”
Leaf narrowed her eyes and looked shrewish. “We could have a closer relationship, Nellus.”
“Why Leaf, you are married to Berin Titrius.”
She blushed and gave Neel a disapproving look. It made her look older. He liked her smiling better. “Professionally, I mean,” she said. “You are too much a freelancer, with your freedom fighting friends. You’ll never have the strength to restore true order to Pestledown.”
Neel bowed his head and shook it. “It is a pity isn’t it? I have a few things up my sleeve,” he said as he raised his face.  “Leaf, right now, we are on the same side in Pestle. As long as that is the case, consider me an ally, especially now that we’ve actually met. I appreciate your coming to deliver it in person.”
Leaf rose from her chair. “That is most of my message. The rest is that Trak is an extraordinarily strong magician.”
That made Neel rather proud, since he knew that all of those military forms that he had drilled in to Trak’s head would make the magic easier. He had to be strong coming from such a strong magic heritage. “I’m glad to know that my son has landed in friendly hands. I truly am. Thank you for coming.”
“Don’t be a stranger. Cricket knows where I live.”
“I might surprise you by bringing a dead mouse and leaving it on your doorstep.” Neel grinned after getting the appropriately shocked look on her face. “That is an expression of love, by the way, among the feline crowd.”
“I’m sure it is. Good day, uh, Neel.” She blushed and hurried out the door and down the stairs. 
Neel looked out from the window that looked onto the stable yard. She picked her way through and left without going through the inn. However, he caught Esmera looking up at him from the porch and then at Leaf. He laughed at what Esmera must have thought. Unfortunately, his train of thought set him to thinking about his long lost wife, Galinda. He suddenly yearned for another drink, but would save his sorrow-making for the evening. He felt a conversation with Esmera was in order.
He put on his socks and his boots and clumped along the catwalk and then down to the inn’s porch. Esmera waited for him at the bottom.
“Do we have something to worry about?”
Neel grinned. “No, we don’t. She is a Colcanan.”
Esmera looked seriously into his eyes. “She looks like one.” She looked closely at Neel. “You, for instance. Santasia hasn’t invaded Colcan yet, have they?”
Neel’s grin faded. “Not here, let’s go inside.”
“Do you need something to eat?”
“Does a snake slither?” He smiled. “In your office?”
She nodded. “I’ll pull something together. It won’t take long.”
Neel walked through the dining room to the other side of the inn and down a corridor past the laundry and the baths. He opened a nondescript door and walked into a very nicely furnished large office. Esmera had a massive desk, filled with papers, notes, keys and who knew what else. The walls were painted a pale yellow with pictures of flowers and landscapes except for one entire wall filled with books neatly arranged in white cabinets. He sat on a wide darker yellow settee that faced two red easy chairs.
He kept himself from looking at a shelf containing bottled drink, wine and stronger things. Esmera walked in carrying a tray with two bowls and bread cut into pieces.
“Lamb stew, but you will find it very tasty. Bread and butter and we will drink lemon water with it.”
“Lemons from Warish?”
“South Pestle,” she said. “They are recently available. I’m sure the Warishians are responsible, preparing for their cuisine once they take over.”
“Now, now, Esmera. One must think positively. You never know when something interesting might happen.” He had to smile. It was time to let her in on his activities.
“What is something interesting?” she said. Neel leaned over. Her bowl contained a salad of some sort.
“What if, somehow, King Marom were to be assassinated and Prince Nez were to take the throne of Warish?”
Esmera snorted. “Utter chaos. Nez is a self-centered spoiled brat.”
“One who wouldn’t be satisfied given Pestle to rule.”
“That’s the thinking among most of us in the resistance.”
Neel had to laugh. “I’ve played an awful trick on Nez.”
She couldn’t keep her mouth closed.
“I have been sending him messages promising him the throne of Warish, if he takes care of his father. I’ve been sending them through the Norlandian consulate through a contact of mine. It’s all very discreet and very secret. I’m playing like I am the ruler of a sinister power.”
Esmera narrowed her eyes. “There are plenty of those about. What possessed you to do such a thing? You have no idea what the ultimate consequences are? What if another worse than Marom takes the throne?”
“No one is as devious as the Warishian king, except for me.”
Esmera laughed. “You devious? Not devious, but capricious. You fool.”
Neel shook his head. “What do we have to lose? In what? Five years, less? The Warish will have succeeded in destroying us from within. What can we do, create a bandit corps to stir up the rural citizens?” Neel sighed. “But they won’t fight. They are more concerned about getting their seeds planted and their harvest in.”
“Or market prices,” Esmera said. “I have to agree with you, but reluctantly. Changes are so slow that they don’t know how much better life was twenty years ago. I hope you know what you are doing.”
“Of course not! But, for the cost of a few notes on good Kandannan parchment, we might be able to stop or at least stall the inevitable Warish invasion.” Neel finally began to eat the stew, and then grinned. “This is very good.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
 
VALANNA LOOKED OUT THE WINDOW at the bare branches on the trees. Over a year ago, Trak had come to Espozia to learn under Dalistro and she had taken his place, living in a gilded prison for the last nine months. She looked across the room at Madame Barrazi, who Dalistro had foisted on her. She did teach her courtly manners, but she liked working with another set of tutors who had worked with her constantly to learn Santasian, history and politics. 
She didn’t mind the language. It had its appeal and she could see how the language matched the emotional tempo of the Santasians. What a different culture than the severe Colcanans! 
The lack of magic in her life had distressed her. Finally, she had found an adept in Kulara to teach her once she could really learn, not like it was at Honor’s studio. She missed observing the interplay between Asem and Kulara. She missed seeing Trak. He often came to mind and he obviously did to Dalistro as well, who would bring him up every few days. 
He had treated her the best of anyone that she could remember, once her father died. Her uncle used her. She knew Asem had used her, but he was very honest about it, just like Dalistro. Had she romanticized and turned Trak into someone he wasn’t? She didn’t want her feelings to turn into an unwarranted obsession, yet he nearly was turning into one.
She would ask Dalistro to take her to Pestle or leave her on the Colcanan coast so she could find Trak again and confirm if her feelings were of a phantom or of a real person.
“My dear, it’s time to practice chatting. It is an art form in all of the courts I’ve been to,” Madame Barrazi said.
Just how many courts had Sereni Barrazi been to? Santasia had an aristocracy, barely. King Marom’s court in Balbaam now seemed barbaric and she’d never been close to the palace at Pestledown. Colcan had a king, but as far as she could tell, he was as vestigial as the Santasian aristocracy with most of the decisions made from Bitrium by the Board of Deans of the college.
“What shall we talk about, Sereni?”
The woman pursed her lips. “The problems our dear Misson is having with the council?”
“Oh, is he having problems with the council?” Valanna said.Rule: start the dreary exercise with a vacuous question.
“I’ve heard that he is,” Sereni said.Rule: never reveal your source unless you get something for it.
“It’s so hard to understand what goes on there.” Valanna said.Rule: always dissemble and make them think you know nothing at all.“Is his father antagonizing him again?”Rule: present something you know as a question so you get confirmation and, hopefully, new information.
Sereni examined her fingernails. “No, that new councilor, Zimontri, is demanding more intelligence about the Warishians.”Rule: new information always demands a follow-up.
Valanna laughed as Sereni had taught her to cover any alarm at a revelation, personal or political. “Are those nasty Warishians trying to bother Santasia?”Rule: probe interesting information while minimizing its importance to you with a comment that has a little naïveté thrown in.
“Actually, I think he said something about forming an alliance.” Sereni had just given her an actionable piece of new information.
Valiant took a sip of water, meant to be wine in a parlor setting, to collect her thoughts. It was another of Sereni’s rules to pause the conversation and give her a little time. “Wouldn’t that upset our dear friends the Pestlans?” Perhaps Valanna had been too direct in her question.
“Does it matter?” Sereni said. 
Rule: Play along with your conversational partner and dissemble.“Of course not. Have you heard of any spring parties? I can’t help but notice the buds forming on the leaves. Blossoms and leaves can’t be far behind.”Rule: If the direction of the conversation gets too serious, change the subject to something superfluous.
Serena laughed. “Very good, what did you learn?”
Valiant took a deep breath. “Senior Dalistro has a new enemy on the council, this Zimontori, who is likely under the influence of a Warishian agent. He has either set up a syndicate of councilors or seeks one to shift Santasian’s alliances.” She took another sip of water. “I was unable to get any intelligence on spring parties, however,” Valanna said, smiling.Rule: always play the game with whomever you are with if you don’t trust them and Valanna did not exactly trust Sereni.
“You do have some talent for this. We will report our progress to Misson at lunch in…” Sereni looked at the clock. “…About ten minutes. I think it is time to freshen up.”
Valanna rose. “I will do just that. Thank you.” She curtseyed to Sereni and left the room.
Sereni and Dalistro giggled together over something when Valanna entered the dining room. If Sereni’s comments were correct, then she didn’t see any point in smiling. They abruptly stopped when the pair noticed her standing at the door.
“My dear, Valanna, Sereni tells me you were rather good in your deportment class today.”
She sat at the table and ignored Sereni. “Is it true about this Zimontori person?”
Dalistro’s smile disappeared and he looked seriously at Sereni. “You didn’t tell me what you discussed this morning, Sereni.” He turned to Valanna. “It is true and it worries me. The council is upset enough about King Marom’s methods in taking over Pestle. The suborning of the Pestlan populace takes immense patience, but it has nearly paid off and even though we see it coming there is not much that we can do as bystanders. Now Zimontori seems to be infected with the same pro-Warish disease. Unsettling, is it not?”
Valanna nodded her head. “There’s nothing to be done?”
Misson Dalistro smiled. “Perhaps, but we have other elements in Santasia that might represent more immediate danger and that is what is getting my attention now.”
“Other elements?” Sereni said. She petted Dalistro’s arm and put her mouth in a pout.
“Not for a lady’s ears,” Dalistro said.
She pouted a little more, but Dalistro merely changed the subject and nodded to the waiting servant to serve lunch.
Dalistro had taught her an important lesson, just then. There are subjects that can be shared and others that aren’t. She thought his put down of Madame Barrazi was well done. She would try a more direct approach later during her tutoring session with him.
An hour later, Dalistro and she sat in the library. A second desk had been moved in there for Trak and her tutor had never removed it. She reviewed her notes waiting for Dalistro to enter.
“There you are,” he said as he entered the room and locked the door. He hadn’t done that before. Valanna didn’t know if she should be afraid or not. “We will continue our discussions about the Colcanans.”
“But first, I’d like to know more about the situation in Santasia. I’m not a lady, yet.”
He grinned. “I wouldn’t be so hasty in your self-judgment, but we will make the discussion part of the course today. You already know of the growing friction between the Morizan guild and the one in Espozia. The Black Master Riotro has been a naughty boy and is stirring up the population in the Ozitzian section of the city. My information network is international, but not domestic, and I recently learned of this from my guild contacts in Mozira.” Dalistro paused to catch his breath a bit. “I need to send birds to Mozira to find out what is going on in my own city.” He shook his head with dismay.
“Riotro wants to enlist them to join a coup. He feels magicians should run Santasia, not a collection of wealthy merchants and antiquated aristocrats. Zimontori is actually a shill for Riotro and is intent on stirring up division within the council.”
“So while they are arguing, Riotro starts a revolution?” Valanna said. “That’s pretty transparent.”
Dalistro shrugged. “Most times it is easiest and most effective to take the easiest path. I want you to learn that. Look for the simple motives first and then challenge them with further analysis. Don’t be surprised if the simplest of motives are the real ones.”
“King Marom wants Pestle without diminishing his army, so he subverts the country?”
“Simple, is it not? The execution hasn’t been, but he has succeeded when I didn’t think Marom had a chance and I came to this conclusion five years ago, long after he had started.”
“But he wants to install Prince Nez as ruler of Pestle. That doesn’t make any sense to me. The Prince is a bully and a weakling.”
“He is, and I know that even more so, thanks to you.” He bowed his head in appreciation. “Perhaps he has a father’s love for his son and wants to give him a chance to succeed.”
Valanna snorted. “That won’t happen. I have a question for you. Why don’t you trust Madame Barrazi?”
He grinned and clapped his hands. “Excellent, you put a question into our conversation at a time when I won’t be concentrating on it like I did when we started. I have a simple answer. She is not to be trusted. Zimontori’s attitude was discussed in an intimate setting and she violated our understanding about such conversations.”
“Will you end my classes with her?”
Dalistro waved her comment away. “Of course not. We, or I should rather say ‘I’, will be more careful in the future. The information goes somewhere and likely not to my allies, so she becomes a mis-information conduit.”
Valanna was shocked. “You will use her now that she has shown such indiscretion?”
“Of course. It is a game that she plays and now she will wonder if I will give her any information at all. I won’t for a while, but then I will ‘soften up’ and find out where the little tidbits are going.”
“Do you trust me?”
“Even after what I have just told you? Certainly, I assume your first alliance to be with Pestle, even though you have spent most of your life in Warish. You are sympathetic to the Colcanans because they are aligned with the people of Pestle. You might relay this information to Asem, but do not think that the Prince will not betray you, if it suits him.”
“You won’t?”
Dalistro looked down at his hands splayed out on his desk. “I’m not sure. I have to protect my interests and the interests of the council.”
“Are your motives any more important to you than his are to him? Or do you think he is simple?”
“There is not a simple answer with that man, at least nothing that I can discern from afar. I’d need to meet him first.”
“Take me to Bitrium and I’ll introduce you.”
“Perhaps we might just do that, Valanna.”
~
Trak rode out of Bitrium with Honor and Rasia along with a few other scouts. “So this place that you take me won’t burn up?”
Rasia nodded her head. “It is a recently exhausted quarry. There are few close places left where the gray stone of Bitrium exists.”
If they ran out of the dour stuff, Trak wouldn’t mind at all. He looked back at Bitrium in the distance, the gray towers thrusting upward out of the lower city, like a clump of rushes alongside the Greenbrook stream that ran along the back of The Blunted Sword back home When had he last thought of home?
He sighed as he turned his horse around to catch up with the others. After an hour, Rasia stopped them. The quarry extended out four or five hundred paces and about fifty paces down. The top layer of dirt wasn’t more than a pace deep and then the mostly dark gray rock mixed with lighter multi-colored rock lined the walls. 
“Follow me,” Rasia said. “We aren’t far from the ramp that will take us to the quarry floor. Then you two can spell to your heart’s content without burning the city down.” Her distaste for things magical always came through rather strongly.
The three scouts that accompanied them rode to an adjacent copse of trees and dismounted. Rasia led them along for a hundred paces and turned into the quarry. Trak saw that she had taken a ramp that took them to the quarry floor. Rocks of all sizes littered the quarry. It seemed once the owner decided enough rock had been removed, they just left it as a scar in the land.
“Magicians have kept the quarry clear of water until now. After we are through, they will grade the sides and turn this into a nice lake,” Honor said.
Trak finally found something useful that a magician could do, other than light a candle or illuminate a room. “Maybe we can observe,” he said. “I’d like to see what Magicians can do to help other people rather than themselves.”
Rasia looked back at him. “Well, that is one of the smartest things I’ve heard you say, young Fidelia.”
He still thought of himself as a Bluntwithe, despite all of the revelations about his origins. Trak didn’t know if she had spoken sarcastically or not.
“He still has a lot to learn,” Honor said.
Trak agreed wholeheartedly with that. At one time, he thought that if he knew the sixty-seven poses and power words that he would know everything there was to know about magic. The Espozian guild pretty much agreed with that outlook, but he now knew better. 
“Dismount, Trak,” Honor said as she did so herself. She took her saddlebag from the horse and handed the reins to Rasia. 
Trak did the same, but he kept his new knife and sword at his waist. He had finally found a place large enough to duplicate what he had done to the pursuing guild members outside of the woods that led them to the pass. He watched Rasia lead the horses up the ramp.
“You’ll have to walk up the ramp when you’re done,” she called, and then disappeared from sight.
“Shall we start with that lightning sword trick?”
Trak nodded. “I can finally try to duplicate it in a safe place.”
“Safer,” Honor said. “The greatest danger is your losing control of your pose.”
“Right.” He drew his sword and pointed it towards a wall about fifty paces away. He closed his eyes and assumed the lightning pose, adjusting his mental picture of the flow of power to accommodate the horizontal attitude of his sword. He pronounced the power word and the thin stream of lightning emitted from the end of his weapon. Trak moved it back and forth and then lifted it to the sky, where the light, as bright as the sun flowed up. He relaxed and the stream shrunk, and then disappeared.
“I’ll need to sit for a bit,” he said, using his sword as a cane. He didn’t feel as drained as he had in Santasia. All of his work with Ben had strengthened his use of magic.
“It’s time for a bite to eat anyway,” Honor said. 
They both sat down on a block of rock and grabbed some bread and bottles of light wine from their saddlebags. 
“What should I try next?”
Honor shrugged. “Whatever you want. This is your idea.”
“Wind, fire and, if I’m able, water, but from the edge.”
She chuckled, just a bit. “A wise strategy since I’m not one to like getting wet.”
After a bit of a rest, Trak projected a stream of flame with his knife and his sword. He used the same focus and found the sword greatly increased the reach of the flame.
“We think that the knife and sword seem to act as conduits for the earth’s energy for you. The larger the conduit the greater the effect, until your own ability to move power is at its maximum, then the effect starts to drain your own inner energy,” Honor said. “I tried to use a knife and it didn’t take long to begin to drain me, but with your power, it works.”
Trak had heard the same from Ben because the knife didn’t seem to tax him at all, but he could feel weakening as he used the sword to project a stream of flame. The fire was less focused than the lightning. He wondered if he had a large metal rod, how far he could fling fire in a single pulse. When Honor wasn’t looking, he took a deep breath and projected a flame, just thinking of the word. He had spent weeks concentrating on not making the trigger words fuzzy. He smiled at his success, but he noticed that the energy that flowed through his knife took more out of him than with a spoken word.
Ben had talked about resistance in developing power words. An innovator tried to find a power word that created less resistance and that was the case for mentally spoken words, as well.
This insight had given him a better idea of his limits. Before this time in the quarry, Trak had fantasized about being all-powerful. Now that he knew that not to be the case, the fact actually comforted him a bit. Riotro of the Espozian guild would have limits as well. 
The mentally spoken wind word had a similar effect, but had dissipated much quicker from his posing.
“I’m going to try a last pose.”
“Which one?” Honor said.
“Force, the power to move objects. I’ve only used it to knock a block of wood off of a stone bench and have always restricted my focus.”
She looked at him with that severity firmly implanted on her face. “We will talk of this after you try it.” 
Trak had noticed a block of stone about a pace on each side that sat on a pile of broken rock. He assumed it wouldn’t be suitable for a building. He pointed his sword at the stone and used all of the power he could command and yelled the power word for one short, huge burst of power. The stone shot off into the air and exploded against the quarry wall about four hundred paces away with a huge booming sound. Trak jumped excitedly in the air. He looked to see how much damage the stone had caused, but the area was covered with a thick cloud of dust.
Rasia called to them from the edge. “Are you two all right?” The two scouts poked their heads over the edge as well. They all looked alarmed.
Honor looked shaken, but the sharp instant force hadn’t drained him of energy. Trak waved. “We are fine. Just practicing.”
“You’ve done enough for today,” Honor said. Her voice was subdued and the shooting block had a much different effect on her. “Time to drink some water and then we’ll leave. I’m sure you’ll be totally worn out by the time we get back to Bitrium.”
Trak lifted up his saddlebag and found out that he had less strength than he thought. He stuffed some more bread in his mouth and washed it down with the wine. “I’ll take yours, too.” He lifted Honor’s bag and followed her as she led back to the ramp and up to the edge of the quarry. 
“What was that explosion? I thought I would see two mangled bodies at the bottom,” Rasia said.
“I moved a stone block all the way across the quarry. The dust from the explosion is just dissipating,” Trak said. His jaw dropped when he saw the jumble of stones that looked as if a giant fist had slammed down on a wall made of sand. The magicians wouldn’t have to ease the edge of that length of wall. Now he understood what Honor must have sensed. He could level a city wall with that spell.
Rasia stood gawking at the destruction. “You made the right choice coming here to experiment.” Her voice was shaking.
“Tell me,” Honor said. “Have you ever seen a magician take out a wall like that?”
Rasia looked confused. 
Trak said, “The Black Master of the Espozian Magicians Guild?” He looked at the pile of rock. “Could he do that?”
“No, but enough to damage a city wall, including Bitrium’s.”
That thought didn’t sit well with Trak. “Couldn’t Nullia or you do that?”
“A smaller rock moving at less speed, yes, of course, but not enough to cause that much damage.”
“And Riotro knows this spell?” Trak felt a bit of fear as he thought of the unpredictable magician. “Does he know a sword will increase the spell’s power?”
Honor nodded. “The basic theory, yes. You can come back and fill this with water if you want, but not today. I want to get back to Bitrium as soon as possible and calm down a bit.” She gulped down the rest of her wine bottle and mounted her horse. If anything, she looked more nervous than before.
“I must leave now,” one of the scouts said. His face looked white with fear.
Trak looked at him, riding hard, far ahead of them. Rasia and Honor didn’t say a word while Trak thought of pulses of power rather than one continuous stream. If he did that he could conserve his energy. 
He found himself excited about the new theory of pulses and the theory of making it work to destroy things, but then he looked over at Honor’s face. Has she instantly comprehended the ramifications of his power, but from the point of view of the receiving party? What if Trak rode at the head of an army? No city would be safe behind their walls. No houses safe from burning to the ground.
As he reached the city walls, he felt like a little child who had burned his fingers playing in the fire.
“I’m sorry for what I did today,” Trak said. His desire to experiment with projected power words with thought now scared him. Before, the words of Ben were just there to scare him, but now, after seeing Honor’s face, she was the scared one.
“Be prepared for ramifications.” She said something quietly to Rasia and the two women and the remaining scout rode ahead of him into the city.
He must have done something really, really bad. But what? Sometimes Trak didn’t think he understood his hosts at all.
~
Asem woke him from the nap he took, a few hours after Trak returned from the quarry. “You have a visitor.” Trak had rarely seen Asem look so serious.
A Colcanan stood at the doorway. 
“I’m to take you to the Board of Deans. They are assembling as we speak.”
The look on the messenger’s face told him that the scout must have stirred the Deans up.
He followed the messenger on into the city and they entered the tallest of the towers and took the lift all the way to the top.
The messenger showed Trak to a waiting room. Trak took a seat at a bench in front of one of the two windows in the room. “They haven’t all arrived, but it shouldn’t be too long. You are to stay here until summoned,” the man said before leaving. 
Trak hadn’t done anything wrong. Ben said he needed to practice his power. He rose from the bench and turned to look out at the city. At least he hadn’t tried anything rash inside the city walls. They had to know that. Trak realized he could probably send a block of stone into the base of a tower and topple it. But he would never do such a thing! He twisted his hands as he began to pace back and forth in the small room.
Honor entered the room, dressed in a dark gray robe instead of a dress. “It is time,” she said. “Steel yourself and don’t do anything hasty.” Honor didn’t utter another word as she held the door open for him. 
Two guards stood at double doors. He hadn’t initially met with the Board when he arrived in Bitrium, but only the few in the training room. No one gave him an encouraging glance, in fact, hostility seemed to radiate from the guards and from a few of the Deans. 
He looked about the room and found Ben sitting by himself in the back of the chamber. Honor sat along with the Board of Deans.
“I haven’t done anything wrong!” Trak said. His mind filled with confusion. Why didn’t they just sit him down and talk to him? All he needed was a warning or something, but the faces he looked at didn’t look like he’d be getting a warning. He had violated some rule that he didn’t know about. What could it be?
His palms began to sweat, so he wiped them on his pants. He still smelled the dust from the ride back to Bitrium on his clothes. The energy that had drained from him left him with little physical stamina. “Can I sit?”
Ben brought a straight-backed chair to a place that faced the center of the table that held nine Deans, Honor included. He leaned over and put his head in his hands. What did he do?  What would they do to him?
“Trak Fidelia?” Berin Titrius said.
“I’m not a Fidelia,” Trak blurted out. “My name is Trak Bluntwithe!” He wouldn’t let them label him with an unfamiliar name. He glared at Honor. She could have warned him. She had let all of this happen, and he had made the mistake of trusting her! She looked away, holding her chin with her hand.
“Very well then,” a visibly perturbed Berin said. “You have been observed using forbidden power in Colcan.”
“Forbidden? I learned my poses from Honor and Ben!” He pointed at Honor. “She was there the whole time and I told her what I was going to do every time I practiced something.”
Berin held up his hand. “No more outbursts, if you please. It wasn’t the poses, but the power that you used. We can’t have a person with such power living amongst us. Citizens of the city will not rest easy knowing that an individual can do severe damage to the city with his or her power.”
“Why would I do that? You’ve given me lodgings, food, instruction.” Trak looked back at Ben, who returned his gaze, but Trak couldn’t read his face. “I remind you that we went to that quarry so there wouldn’t be any injuries or property damage.”
A Dean he didn’t know jumped to her feet and pointed at him. “Silence when your betters are talking to you.”
Trak’s temper flared out of control. He jumped to his feet again. “Just how are you my betters when you want to exile me for practicing magic none of you are capable of?” He pointed his finger at the woman, whose eyes widened. She backed away to the wall behind her. Trak felt ashamed for pointing and sat down folding his arms in total frustration.
“Who said anything about exile?” Berin said. “Our codes mandate that you be executed as a prime danger to the city. A Dean of our Board has observed your power. That is enough.”
Trak felt numb. Honor wanted him dead?  He looked at her again, yet she wouldn’t meet his gaze. “She’s my aunt…”
“You said you are not a Fidelia,” Berin said. 
“She’s still my aunt, no matter what name I go by.” He shook his head. Was this a dream, a nightmare?
“Board?” Berin looked at all of the Board members. They all nodded their heads except for Honor.
“Not death! It doesn’t have to be death!” Honor said as she rose from her seat fled from the room. 
“You are to be taken from this room and thrown from the tower, immediately.”
Trak couldn’t deal with the betrayal of the Board. He didn’t deserve to live, if these magicians, purportedly the most powerful in the world couldn’t bear to have him amongst them. The anger left, replaced by the numbness he felt when he first entered the chamber. He let the guards bind him hand and foot and drag him from the room. 
He looked for Ben, but he had deserted him, as well. No one could help him. Asem would have no idea what had just happened. He was isolated, alone as he had never been before. Honor had become an enemy. But what did it matter, now? His short life was to end on the pavement far, far below. His eyes began to water, but Trak willed them to stop. He stood up as straight as he could, although he didn’t feel like doing so. Neel had always drilled into him to face adversity with his chin up. At least he could do that.
They took him up a stairway to the roof. It was flat with a four-foot wall at the edges of the tower. He closed his eyes. Trak refused to look at Bitrium again. 
He heard Berin’s voice. “For the good of Bitrium and Colcan, your life is to be ended, by decree of the Board of Deans of the Bitrium Magicians College.”
Trak felt hands grasp his body. They lifted him up to the short wall and pushed him over. Trak kept his eyes shut and thought of Neel and Able and Valanna as he felt the air rush past him. Valanna, how he wished he could see her again. 
He tensed his body for the impact and hoped for an instant death.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
 
“DON’T LEAVE THE HOUSE,” DALISTRO SAID while he threw a cloak around his shoulders. He wore common clothes. “My father is worried about Ozitza across the river. There are rumors of unrest that I must verify.”
“Why must you go out?” Valanna said.
“Because I work for the Santasian Council.” Dalistro’s tone indicated that he didn’t expect or want another comment.
“I rarely leave the house anyway. Will I still have tutors?” She really didn’t care to learn anymore from Sereni.
“Of course. I care less for their welfare than yours. Your bright yellow hair will attract attention. Please follow my advice,” Dalistro said. His tone was a bit more conciliatory and since he gave her a logical reason, Valanna felt more comfortable in accepting it. 
She walked him the rest of the way to the door and closed it after he left. She leaned against the back of the door and felt the pangs of worry, but she didn’t know whom she worried more about. All of those who she trusted and counted for friends were in Colcan or Santasia. Asem and Kulara, Trak and Honor. Dalistro wouldn’t tell her all of the facts, but she never felt that he actually lied to her. 
Who would she rather be with? Trak, most definitely. He had no secret agendas, no history of deception like all of the others. Were her standards twisted? All but Trak had been spies or lived with spies. All of them had treated her like a possession rather than a person, with the exception of Trak, but there was that age difference. 
She tried to keep thinking of him as a younger brother and that image kept fading into one where she longed to be with him and talk about their histories. She barely had the chance to have much in the way of a conversation with him once they had freed him from the bandits, but what little they had only reinforced her feelings that he had concern for her and he wrote polite letters always wishing her well.
The barely-blossoming trees drew her outside into the house’s garden. Her footsteps crunched the gravel paths. She turned the corner and found an older well-dressed man sitting on a bench. He held some papers in his hand, but evidently had been lost in thought. He turned to look at her.
“I’m sorry to intrude.”
The man’s skin crinkled around his eyes as he smiled at her. “Valanna, is it?” He stood. “I am Garono Dalistro, Misson’s father. Please sit with me.”
He owned the house, so Dalistro had told her. She obediently sat on the far edge of the bench and folded her hands and put her feet together, just as Sereni had taught her. Dalistro had told her that he once came often to the house, but in her months in Espozia, she had never met him.
“I am pleased to meet you, sir.”
“As am I, you. Are you finding your stay with us pleasant?”
“I have to remind myself that I am a prisoner, the surroundings are so nice.” Perhaps she shouldn’t have used the term, prisoner.
Garono straightened out his papers. “Prisoner might be too intense of a term, but my son keeps you here for your own protection. Espozia is not a friendly place to an independent magician, such as yourself.”
Valanna blushed. How much did Garono know of her? “I am relatively untutored, but I do have talent. Perhaps it is time that I left the city.”
Senior Dalistro nodded. “I have told my son that there might be challenges for us all in Espozia in the coming months. I’m afraid you have joined us at a time of increasing unrest.”
“Dalistro, Misson Dalistro, told me that just as he went out. I know so little of such things,” she said, dissembling. Would it work on this man?
He waved away her comment. “No need to use court politeness on me. I am aware of your lessons with Madame Barrazi.” His face turned grim for an instant and then he smiled. “You know more about such things than most in Espozia and Santasia for you have tasted the conflict first hand. My son may not have told you, but the guild seeks to replace the Santasian Council.”
“I know of the general aspects, but none of the details.”
Garono placed his hand on the papers. “Even I don’t have all of the details, but some are here and my son seeks more as we speak, at my command. The people of Espozia are restless, especially in Ozitza. We have let the poorer element remain poor and have not done as well of a job in attending to their needs. I’m afraid our humility and insight might have come too late. We can call out the army, but none of us want lives needlessly wasted.”
“Why don’t you show them that you care? You can build some parks, remove some restrictions on them?”
He looked at her with a hint of admiration that made Valanna blush. “Your instinct is correct. Misson goes to find out if it is possible to turn the sentiment around. The guild spreads lies about us that only make the better lives most of us lead in Estia seem like we are stealing from the people. Espozia is a city of boiling discontent. We have taken steps in case the pot boils over. We do not wish to be scalded.”
“What about leaving the city?”
The older man nodded. “If we must, Gorinza and the guild at Mozira among other cities in the south still support the council over Riotro’s guild.” He looked at the blossoming tree opposite the bench and the gravel path in between. “I will miss this house, should we have to abandon it.”
“But you don’t even live here,” Valanna said. 
“I was born here and my father before me. Misson grew up here. I moved to the Council palace when I became its head seven years ago, but this is still where my heart is. You know, I planted that tree with my mother when I was eleven years old. She loved it because it blossomed so early in the spring. I come here for solace and peace and sit here often, especially at this time of year.”
“You don’t get along with Misson?”
“Not as well as I should. Our roles are acceptable to both of us, but it is better that we are not close as long as I am Council Head and he works for the Council, so I come here and stay in touch with my roots.” He laughed and pointed to the tree. “And those roots. I must go. It was most pleasant meeting you, Valanna, and I look forward to another conversation on a more positive note.” He gathered his papers together and bowed to her. “Have a good day,” he said, walking briskly from her sight.
How burdened Garono Dalistro must be!Valanna thought. He was nice enough. She could sense the discipline in his posture and bearing, but she had caught him in a softened mood. With her few friends and acquaintances, she wished she could have talked to him longer and that he shared meals with them rather than surreptitiously coming and going from the garden without anyone’s knowledge.
In a few ways, his tenderness showed through like her father’s had, softness poking out here and there under much stress. That stress had been too much for her father and he had died much too young. His older brother, her uncle, was a horrid man. She never did detect any softness from him and as she grew older, she had to fight off his more animal tendencies while behaving like a servant. Valanna still shivered at the thought.
She put her head in her hands, feeling herself sinking into depression, but she glanced at the blossoming tree and imagined a boy, not yet turning into a youth, kneeling at that spot, helping his mother plant a spindly sapling. Garono had not really admitted defeat and had recognized his error. He probably still worked on coming to terms with his situation. Valanna must do the same. She shook off the on-coming self-pity and sat upright, straight and tall, like that tree. 
Appreciate the day, but look forward. She blushed in front of no one but that tree. She had forgotten the vow to become more independent that she had made on the way to Bitrium. Now how could she reframe the tools and techniques learned since leaving Balbaam to become a better, more capable person?
Valanna looked to the tree for inspiration.
~
Trak hit hard and then bounced up. He opened his eyes and saw the ground coming up to him, but he hit something soft again, like jumping into a lake. His feet and hands still kept him from twisting and controlling his direction and bounced off the side, hitting the actual ground, but from a height of about four feet. He’d have a few bruises, but now what would the Board do, decapitate him?
Someone came from behind and cut the bindings on his feet and rolled him over and released his hands. Trak didn’t like being bound, but he could not help sighing as he turned his head to see Ben with a knife, extending a hand. 
“We leave now!” Ben said, pulling Trak to his feet. “Our lives are forfeit if we are caught.” 
Trak’s mind whirled with the events. The fall had made him a little dizzy, but he staggered and followed Ben. He might escape with his life! The Board must have kept his execution secret, since there were only a few people milling about the square. At one end, Ben bent over one of two packs lying on the ground. 
“Put this on.” He shoved a dark gray cloak at Trak and put one on himself. “Get your pack on and step on this wooden disk.”
The disk was just like what the Colcanans used in lifts. Trak knew instinctively that they would be going back up into the sky.
Ben made a pose. “Help me not fall off,” he even chuckled as he spoke the word that took them up into the air. Ben spoke another word to stop them.
“Now use a light wind spell and head us south.”
Trak did so and ended the pose after they had moved twenty or thirty feet to the north. “Keep at it before they start shooting arrows from the tower roofs,” Ben said without leaving his own pose. 
The disk began to pick up speed as Trak put just a little more power behind his spell. They moved above Bitrium and soon headed over the fields that surrounded the city and then over the woods. 
“Good enough,” Ben said. “It’s colder up here than I thought.  We can stop for a moment or two.”
“I didn’t think anyone could travel in the air.”
“I’m an Innovator, right? I showed the Board how to do this years ago, but they thought it unnatural, so now I have a chance to use my idea for a very good cause, to save you.” 
They drifted down to the ground. Trak couldn’t remain standing any longer and sought out a nearby tree to lean against as he sat down. 
“Where do we go now?”
Ben gave Trak a sad look. “I have an acquaintance in the Mozira guild. She has a place we can use to stay.”
“Not at the guild!”
“No,” Ben smiled. “Not at the guild. Her family had wealth and they reconnected with her after she was taken by the guild. She has always said I can use her old house if I needed to. She has outlived her immediate family and we can stay there while things shake out.”
“I can’t go back to Bitrium,” Trak said. 
“No. Colcan was never a place for you, anyway. They are too conservative, too filled with the fear of change. We innovate, yes, but not on the scale that you already have. Honor came to me first, when she arrived at the city ahead of you. I told her to wait, but when she insisted that we talk, I learned how much your abilities had spooked the scout. He went right to Berin and described your devastation technique. Berin never did want me to train you.”
Trak put his hand on top of his head. The entire trial and rescue still circled round and round in his mind. “Why would Berin feel the need to kill me?”
“Fear. Nellus did much the same thing when he began to work with me, but Nellus being Nellus went ahead and used his magic to destroy five trees in an orchard. Honor was the one who went to the Board to tell on her brother. I couldn’t stop the Board from banishing him. Nellus’s power never came close to yours. I was stripped of my Dean title, although they still kept calling me by that ridiculous name. I don’t know what they’ll call me now. Probably some curse word.”
“Is that why she became a spy, fear?”
“Guilt, more than likely, I suppose,” Ben said while he pulled a wrapped loaf of bread out of his pack. He broke off a chunk for Trak. It had been sliced in two and buttered on the inside. 
Trak didn’t realize how hungry he was. “She didn’t want me to die.”
Ben shook his head. “No, she didn’t. Give her credit for not joining with the rest of the Board. I suppose she hoped you’d be exiled like her brother.”
Trak shrugged his shoulders. “I’m as good as exiled.”
“We are,” Ben said, his eyes twinkling. “If you are willing, we can use this to travel all the way to Mozira. If we can hold on, we can make it in less than two days.”
Trak looked at the mountain peaks poking through gaps in the trees. “I’ll not be captured by the guild again,” he said. He looked at this wrist. The word worry now looked like a scar on his wrist. 
Ben saw him looking and pulled back his sleeve. “I thought it a good idea, so I had it tattooed on.”
The tattoo was a light red so that wouldn’t be immediately noticeable. “We are prepared then?”
“For what I don’t know,” Ben said. “We shouldn’t go to Warish. If Asem escaped from there, that’s not a place to go. Santasia is only a stopping place. I hear the food is good in Bannin.”
“That’s on the other side of the world!”
Ben shrugged. “So? They allow magic. The culture is different. There are other countries in that direction on the South Continent. You can’t stay in the north.”
“What about Kandanna?”
“Too rigid. If you think Colcan is closed, Kandanna is worse. No, I say we go south or head into the central mountains to join up with the Toryans.”
“Wouldn’t they kill us?” Trak said.
“They attack others when they are attacked. Nellus spent some years with them before he headed to Pestle.” Ben looked around. “We need to be off.”
Trak looked at the wooden disk, still lying on the grass of the little meadow. “Fly?”
Ben laughed. “Anywhere on land. If we fled over the ocean, we’d have to take a ship. Our power would fade before we made it across an ocean. No, if we leave Cokasan, we will sail.”
“But we have no money.”
“What do you think is in our packs? Only provisions?” Ben grinned. “We will be well enough off.”
~
The pair of them headed north and flew over the mountains and landed in the forests on the Santasian side of the mountains. Ben couldn’t stand as long as Trak could, so they stopped to rest. Trak’s recent brush with death hadn’t improved his thinking skills. He didn’t want to just escape, but he what else could he do? For now, all he could do was accompany Ben.
“Is there a way that a person can lose their magical ability on purpose?”
Ben put his hand to his chin. “Now where have I heard that before?” He snapped his fingers. “Your father, Nellus.”
“He has gone by Neel for as long as I have known him,” Trak said.
“Neel, he wanted to soar among the magicians. As one of my advanced students, he nearly had qualified as an Innovator as a young man in his early twenties, but had one of many falling outs with his family due to his reckless use of poses. Honor told him to leave Colcan or she would expose him to the Board, so she did. I was on the Board back then and voted no, just as your aunt did.” Ben put his hands on his knees.
“After Neel went to Pestle and met a beautiful blonde woman whose father had just made the mistake of many lifetimes, they fled to the countryside and had you. Unfortunately…” Ben looked at Trak. “You’ve heard this before?”
Trak nodded his head. “My mother was a little free with her magic. She used poses to entertain my father’s friends. My uncle turned her sister and her in and they took my mother away. I never saw her again. I didn’t remember seeing her until I broke the guild’s loyalty spell and recovered all of my memories.”
“Neel did say it was her brother who turned her in. She loved life and it cost her own.” Ben shook his head in sadness. “He left you with an innkeeper friend—“
“Able Bluntwithe.”
“Yes, that is his name. Neel came back here one more time. He asked me the same exact question. How does one rid himself of magic?”
“Did you give him an answer?”
He nodded. “Stop posing or end your life. The ability to channel earth’s force through your body is something you are born with. Of course, if you forget the poses, you won’t be performing magic, but then you’ll forget the reason you want to stop using it.”
“Wouldn’t that be a good thing?”
“What difference is that from death? Your mind is gone either way.” Ben sighed. “Your father just stopped posing. As far as I know, he hasn’t done a lick of magic since your mother died.”
Trak balled his fists. “That’s what I will do. Magic has brought me nothing but misery. Hiding in Pestle, abduction into the Magicians Guild in Espozia and scaring the pants off of the Board of Deans.” He shook his head with dismay. “I’m not fit enough to live as a magician. Perhaps you should take my life and my dead body back to Bitrium. Perhaps they will let you back in that way.” He turned away from Ben.
“How old are you?”
“What?” Trak said. “What does my age have to do anything?”
“Perspective, Neel didn’t have much perspective back then. I think he has more now and some of that perspective isn’t happy, so he’s turned to drink, right? He returned to you and taught you how to do all of those forms. They aren’t much different from poses, are they?”
Trak had to concede that they weren’t. “I’ve been told that before.”
“Indeed, if he didn’t teach you those forms, would you be able to do magic?”
After a few moments, he had to nod his head. “I would, just not as well.”
“With your power, you might be dead, as well. Remember the fuzzy words?”
Trak nodded.
“A poor pose can do the same thing. Honor would not have taught you the sixty-seven basic poses if she thought you couldn’t be precise. Most magicians are only trusted with five or ten or twenty.”
“You’re a Master in the guild if you can do fifteen,” Trak said.
“And you know more than seventy, by now. You are close to mastering Innovation, if you haven’t already. You have saved your friends from death with your lightning sword trick.”
“It’s no trick,” Trak said, defending himself.
“No, it isn’t. You became a Purple Master. Isn’t that a lofty accomplishment? You actually remembered all of your poses, and that indicates such a great potential for power. You broke the bonds of the guild’s loyalty spell. I’ve never heard of a person doing it to themselves before.”
“Honor helped me.”
“Helped you remember, but even she needed Nullia to bring her back. I put this tattoo on my arm, but realistically, I don’t believe I could do what you did. And you want all of that talent to go to waste?”
Trak stalked around the little clearing pulling at his hair. “Everything and everyone has been against me! I, I’m not free to do what I want!”
Ben sat down on the grass and pulled at a long stalk, putting the thick end in his mouth. “Everyone has limits on their freedom. You realize that don’t you?”
“Yes, but they aren’t me!”
“No, they are who they are. Pick anyone else and they have certain freedoms and certain restraints. It is the acceptance of what you can and can’t do and then work within the limits that brings you satisfaction.”
“Neel isn’t satisfied. He’s working to save Pestle.”
“Of his own free will and choice. He will accept the consequences for his failure and celebrate his success, if it comes. Don’t you think that’s the way he sees it?”
“Yes.” Trak took a deep breath as he thought about his father. Neel didn’t just give up when his wife died. He didn’t have to give Trak to Able Bluntwithe, but he did and still showed up a lot to teach him what he needed to know. 
Trak didn’t like Ben rubbing his face in his feelings, but he took another deep breath. “I understand. It doesn’t mean I have to like using magic.”
“For you, maybe that’s a very good thing, for your abilities need to be used with restraint.”
Trak finally sat down. “Maybe we should go to Bannin, as far away from here as possible.”
“We could do that, once we have stayed a bit on Cokasan. Colcan has permanently stationed spies all over Santasia, but none in Mozira or Gorinza, now that Sunbeam is back and none with the Toryans. Do you feel a bit better now that we’ve talked all of this out?”
Trak ground his teeth. “I don’t know if we’ve talked it all out, but I’ll not be deserting my magic and I have no desire to end my life. Is that acceptable to you?”
Ben chuckled at Trak and rubbed his hair. “It doesn’t have to be acceptable to me, just to you. Now I want you to show me how you moved that quarry rock. I promise not to tattle to anyone.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
 
ASEM AND KULARA LOOKED ACROSS THE SITTING ROOM at Honor. Trak’s aunt did not look very happy.
“Is what Trak did so bad?”
Honor ground her teeth. “You have to understand us—“
“I have worked with Berin and Leaf in the past. I understand your aversion for those who have great power. That’s why you promote your innovators to positions of leadership and not teaching. It is a form of madness, you know. Most cultures develop aversions, in some cases the aversions amount to madness. We have a tribe in the desert that cuts off the index finger of both hands when their children attain adulthood. It makes all in the tribe docile. They make horrible fighters and Marom left them alone when he created the army that captured Balbaam twenty-five years ago. I don’t see much difference here.”
“It is much different,” Honor said. Her face turned red. She was smart enough to draw the proper point of the example. 
“Ah, I see. You and your precious towers. They mean more to you than any defense or offense. When you realized that he could topple the towers, he had to be put to death.”
Honor’s eyes widened. “I didn’t vote for his death!”
“Who voted on the Board? Rasia?”
She looked down at the rug beneath her feet. “I did, but I didn’t vote to kill him!”
“At least you told Strength before that scout facilitated your nephew’s death sentence. What will you do now?”
Honor’s eyes glistened with tears. “I need you to help me save him.”
Asem sat back. “Why should I save the boy? If I bring him back here, he faces another death sentence. What about Strength?”
“He’s an old man,” Honor said. 
Kulara snorted. “He looked vigorous enough to me. Has he even seen sixty yet?”
“Barely,” Honor admitted. “He’s more like Trak than his own son.”
“Good!” Asem said. “I say we let them go. With Trak’s potential and Strength’s ability to teach, I suppose Trak will mature just fine.”
“Then you won’t help me?”
“We help Trak by doing nothing,” Kulara said. “Just pray to whatever you people use for gods that he won’t come back. If it were me, I’d topple the towers out of spite, I would.”
Asem saw the anger flash in Kulara’s eyes many times before. It made her even more exciting to him. “You are not Trak, my dear, and for that I am very, very grateful.”
Honor relaxed just a bit. “What of Valanna?”
Asem was glad she changed the subject. “Misson Dalistro has her safe and sound in Espozia. That is good enough for now.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
 
PRINCE NEZ GRINNED WHILE HE STOOD over the sleeping form of his father in the dark of the bedroom. He drew the long curving knife that all desert tribesmen wore and plunged it down into the slumbering body.
“Now I rule all of Warish and soon, all of Pestle,” he said quietly.
“Your mother will be very disappointed,” a voice said, coming from behind a billowing curtain. Another figure, a magician, most likely, lit a lamp and let the flame illuminate the bedroom. 
Nez found himself surrounded by five of his fellow Ferezanan tribesman. His stomach dropped and the prince felt like he was about to vomit. He looked at the man in the bed and saw Merchez, his friend, with his eyes open in the shock of death.
“You will be judged by these five of your fellow tribesman,” his father said. 
Nez fell to his knees, his knife clattering on the stone floor. “No. I was forced to do it!”
King Marom stood over his son. “Forced? You are so stupid. Did you think I wouldn’t monitor any messages sent to you? Unfortunately, I know my oldest son and you have shown me the nature that I have denied for years. I have not been able to discover who so easily suggested that you take my life, but as you know, your life is forfeit.”
“It was Asem. He talked me into this.”
Nez’s father shook his head and pursed his lips. “Asem is on another mission. He wouldn’t leave something like this to you.” 
“What say you?” King Marom looked at the others in the room. 
“Death,” they all said, nearly in unison.
“I am sorry I must do this, blood of my blood.” Marom said, drawing his sword.
“No!” Nez noticed the tears in his father’s eyes as the last thing his own ever saw. 
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
 
DALISTRO RUSHED INTO THE HOUSE, his coat smelling of smoke.
“The Ozitzans have invaded Estia. There are battles at the docks. There are many more of them than there are of us and the magicians, cowards that they are, sit in the guild, refusing to come out to defend us. Riotro couldn’t be more transparent.” Dalistro spit on his own foyer floor in disgust.
“What will we do?” Valanna said.
“My father has pulled out all of the aristocrats to fight the rabble and some have already fled south. The guard will push them back into the river, but they will be back. The real question is will the magicians come out of their guild and fight on behalf of the Ozitzians?” Dalistro stood and gathered his breath. “We are looking at a civil war. I have sent birds to Gorinza and Mozira. More birds will go out from all over the south for a muster. Those two cities understand how repressive a government of magicians would be. ”
Valanna felt trapped in Espozia for the first time. “Should I pack my clothes? Are we going to have to flee?”
Dalistro looked at her with an impatient gaze. “It wouldn’t hurt to pack a bag with essentials and keep it ready. We have time, but you are right, it’s better to be prepared. I will do the same. I will instruct the staff to let no one into the house, except for my father, once they return with food enough for a week or two.”
“Can we trust the servants?”
“I didn’t think of that. I will have my valet dismiss any he feels might fall prey to the nonsense spread around by the Ozitzians.”
She felt a bit relieved that she could think of something that Dalistro didn’t. She would also carry a weapon with her at all times, even in the house. 
“I will have something to eat and then return to fight at the docks. I am a competent enough swordsman,” he said as he passed her, walking towards the kitchen in the back.
Valanna rushed to her rooms and went through her clothing. The frilly court dresses that Sereni insisted that Dalistro buy for her would be of no use on the road. She pulled out a few sturdy dresses, a cloak that could double as a blanket and two sets of riding clothes. Trousers would allow her to run. 
She opened her jewelry box. Most of it was on loan from Dalistro. Perhaps they had been his mother’s. She would ask him where she could hide it, but she did find the item that she would definitely take with her. 
The wand had been a present Asem had bought her at a shop at the Bitrium College. Unlike the wands she had used in Pestle and Warish, the Colcanans used metal clad wood. She swished it back and forth and then she laid it down and began to run over poses and power words—all that she knew. If they had to flee, Valanna would use her own weapons. 
Her magic couldn’t be used except as a last resort, for the Magicians Guild would take her if she did. She sat down, tired from her work. It felt good to practice magic again. She wouldn’t hesitate to use it when they fled.
~
Ben brought in enough fresh supplies to last a few days. Ben walked back to the kitchen in the comfortable villa. The woman who owned it had let it deteriorate and Trak had thrown himself into bringing the place back to life in the past three weeks. He hadn’t forgotten the skills his adopted father, Able, had taught him in maintaining a living space.
“I’d like to be able to help you in town,” Trak said, sitting while Ben put the groceries away.
“No. There are some in the guild, who might have seen you. I’m just an old man, when I choose to be, bent back and feeble. No one notices me, but that is beside the point. There is a revolution going on in Espozia. The have-nots have erupted.”
“I was caught in Ozitza once. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. How bad is it?”
“A wave of them came across the river into the better side of the city, but were soon forced to return. The Magicians Guild remained neutral. That is a violation of their oath to the Council. Once the magicians fight on the side of the Ozitzians, the Estians will be easily defeated.”
Trak got to his feet. “Valanna is there! We have to save her.”
“You would risk too much going north. We should take a ship south to Bannin or west into the mountains.”
“No! I need to do something useful. Something useful to me and that is to go north and make sure that Valanna is all right.”
Ben nodded. “I left a few things on the porch. You might want to take a look at them.”
Trak ran to the front door and opened it. A sword in the Espozian style and a longish knife with a similar hilt leaned against the wall. Trak spotted a small pointed blade underneath the other two weapons. Trak brought them in.
“You knew I couldn’t resist going to Espozia.”
Ben smiled. “You need to go. I couldn’t just let you go without a fight. I also know you’d be more comfortable with some additional tools.”
“You’re coming with me, right?”
The old man shook his head. “No. I may be spry for an older man, but I’m no fighter and I will not use my magic against another human being, unless my life depends on it.” 
Trak showed him the smaller knife. “This is meant to be my wand, right?”
“You are perceptive. I chose that knife since it has a lot of metal and it is a straight point. If you have to use your lightning or fire spell, it will spew destruction in as straight a line as a good Colcanan wand.”
“Walking around with a wand in my hand wouldn’t be prudent, would it?”
“Not for a headstrong youth such as yourself. We will have a visitor in an hour, after we have eaten our midday meal. I thought you might need to spar a bit to get a feel for the longer blade.”
Trak grinned. “Excellent.” He gave the man an unexpected and exuberant hug. “Perfect. Now I need to learn how to use the disc to fly to Espozia by myself. I thought I would install straps for my feet.”
“Straps? I see. Both poses use the same leg stance and if you experience any sudden winds, you won’t slide off. You are an Innovator, but how will you maintain two spells at once? See, it’s not so easy.”
“I’ve been thinking about calling it a flying disk. It wouldn’t matter what shape the bottom is, right?”
Ben nodded. “Feel free to make it any shape. The lighter, the less magic power it takes to move it.”
“Right. Rather than use the telekinesis spell to keep the disk aloft, I’ll use the lift spell to take it to a certain height and then the wind spell moves me, just like the two of us used to get over the mountains.”
“Oh, I never thought about that. You would have to move from the wind spell to the levitation spell, but if you go high enough, you won’t have to change your elevation very much.” Ben’s eyes crinkled. “Good thinking!”
Trak grinned. “Three straps. One for each foot and one to tie down my pack.”
~
Ben helped Trak get his supplies ready and found the leather straps. He let Trak nail them in to anchor the straps to the wooden disk. 
Trak packed and repacked until he heard a knock on the door. He put on his sword and knife before he answered the door. Pipa, one of the boys in Gio’s school, stood in front of him.
“Trak! I didn’t think you made it out of the Magicians Guild. No one ever escapes.”
“Don’t worry about it. I have a friend in Espozia staying at Misson Dalistro’s house.”
“A Pestle woman? I have heard of her. Estia has become a very dangerous place, Trak.”
“I know, but I can’t leave her there.”
“We’ll be heading out to go north tomorrow morning. You can just wait overnight and come with us.”
Trak shook his head. “I’ll go on my own. Anyway, it’s been quite a while since I’ve sparred with a sword. I need a little practice.”
“I had no idea you were the one the old man wanted a partner for. I think you’ll be okay without practice,” Pipa grinned, “but you’ll be so much better with a session with me. I’ve improved since we last crossed blades.”
“Then let’s see. I’ll do a few warm up forms.”
Both of the young men practiced. Trak kept an eye on Pipa’s forms and couldn’t tell much difference from Pipa’s technique at Gio’s school.
“Ready,” Pipa said.
They sparred for an hour and in the end, Trak ended up working to improve a few of Pipa’s techniques. He had done enough to cut away the cobwebs. 
“I’ll see you in Espozia?” Pipa said.
“If we meet there, I might have failed.”
~
Valanna put her bag of things next to the door along with the bag that Dalistro had left. She heard a knock at the door. She peered through the peephole to see Dalistro’s father standing at the door, his face overwritten with anxiety. 
“Come in,” she said as she let him in and looked around the small grounds that separated the house from the street.
“Riotro has finally thrown his weight into the revolution. But despite the re-training”—retraining was Garono’s term for the loyalty spell all magicians were put under—“there is fighting among the magicians on the guild grounds. I don’t think we will endure this. More Ozitzians have crossed over the river since Riotro’s declaration. My son has finally persuaded me to flee to the south.”
“When will Misson be here?”
“He won’t. We are to take his things with us. He will meet us at the ship.”
“Ship?”
Garono shook his head. “Most of the vessels are burning in their berths all along the Estian docks, but my son has managed to take his personal ship downstream a few miles to a small village. We take a boat hidden on a navigable stream on the east side of the city that empties right where the ship is.”
Valanna nodded. “Is there a secure place for your family’s valuables? We shouldn’t take them with us.”
He smiled wanly. “There is a secret storage place. I will gather some of our better things. What did you have in mind?”
“I think Dalistro lent me some of your wife’s jewels.”
“By all means. Let us hide them. Who knows what might happen? The boat might capsize or we could get captured by the rebels. Quickly, we must eat what we can and leave.”
Valanna and Garono collected a few more items that had the most sentimental value. 
The older man looked through the jewels, kneeling in front of a fireplace in an empty servant’s room. “Some of these have been in the family for generations. I am happy you thought to save these.” He looked up at her with watery eyes. “I must get out of my melancholic mood.” 
He removed a brick from the side of the fireplace and reached far in to pull on something. A panel opened at the side of the fireplace. Valanna helped him stack the valuables along with others that already were in the hiding place.
“Even if this house burns to the ground, this section of the house is all stone.” Garono said as Valanna helped him to his feet.
“We must leave.”
They entered into the street while people ran one way or another. At least Valanna didn’t see any magicians. Nevertheless, she had her wand in a pocket she had sewn in the plain dress that she would pull out and use, if she had to.
The streets began to become less crowded as they moved in the opposite direction from the docks.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Forty
 
 
TRAK SPED HIGH ABOVE THE TREES, his dark gray cloak flapped in the wind. He could see the silver ribbon of river that split Espozia further to the north. He decided to enter from the eastern side, away from the streams of smoke from fires on the docks. 
A ship stood at anchor off from a little village a few miles from the city, but he flew on towards the city, following the little river that he knew would take him to the city’s edge. He stopped the wind spell and lowered the disk to a little clearing a hundred paces or so from a dirt road that must lead into the city. 
He threw some brush over his disk and shouldered his pack. Flipping up the hood of his cloak to hide his light-colored hair, he walked to the dirt road that came from the capital and cut a blaze into a few trees along the edge of the track. If that ship was an escape route for highly placed Espozians, then Dalistro and Valanna could well be on this road.
An occasional group scurried past him heading east. None seemed to be going towards the city. He looked for Valanna, but felt disappointment that none of them were Pestlans.
~
Garono held Valanna back from crossing a busy lane at the edge of town. A group of men dressed as servants were roughing up people in the middle of the street. One of them noticed Valanna.
“Look, a Pestlan!” the man said. “Let’s have some fun.” The rebels seemed to have quickly turned into a mob. The city would be destroyed if that happened, but Valanna’s next thought was self-preservation. She drew her wand from her dress and held it at her side. She assumed the wind position as the men approached. 
“Stand back!” she said.
“Hey, you magicians are on our side. But we can overlook that right now.” 
Valanna could see the lust in the men’s eyes. She spoke the power word and blew the men into the building on the other side of the street. Her act didn’t go unnoticed. Those wishing to escape ran to her for protection and another roving gang had spotted the bodies flying through the air. A magician in a dirty yellow robe had joined this group. 
A weak rope of fire headed her way, but she could tell it wouldn’t reach them. She thought to fight fire with fire and countered the magician’s attack with one of her own. Her own attack reached the group, but only the magician stood in the path of her flame and took the brunt of her spell. He jumped into a nearby watering trough, extinguishing the flames. 
People in the street began to panic and sought protection anywhere they could. The magician rose again. Fear increased the power in Valanna’s pose. She cast the spell again and it hit the magician with full force this time, covering him with fire. He screamed and fell to the ground.
“We must go!” Garono said, urging Valanna across the street. She could barely move with her energy so depleted. Now she knew how Trak must have felt after he saved them from the magicians on the way to Bitrium. 
She staggered and looked back. The gang stood looking at her and at the burning body of the magician. What had she done?  After another street, she flung herself on the ground and her stomach emptied on the grassy verge.
“Eat something. They say that gives you strength.” Garono offered her some hastily cooked meat. She took it and forced it down. Valanna reminded herself that she needed to be strong. The rebels filled the city with men who would take her as easily as Prince Nez would. This time, no Asem was close to save her.
They continued until they came to the dirt road leading out of the city. 
“This is the only way to the hidden boat,” Garono said. 
Valanna merely nodded. The meat had done little to build up her strength. She heard shouting and another larger group of marauders approached them. She heard the angry shouts and saw fists raised and a few of those fists held knives and a sword or two. She tried to get her legs to move faster. 
“Save yourself, Garono. That spell took too much out of me.” Valanna shook him off and stood, facing the oncoming men. She would fight them with the very last of her strength. Hopelessness filled her. The despair of being taken from Trak returned. Her time with Dalistro had only delayed the inevitable. 
A stranger walked to her side. His gray cloak looked more Colcanan than Santasian. She looked up at his face in shock. “Trak! What are you doing here?”
He held out a knife. What good would that do to help them? He wore a sword at his waist. “Use your sword.”
“No need,” he looked down at Valanna. Her heart jumped as he squeezed her hand and then assumed the lightning pose. 
“No. You’ll lose your strength,” she said, sliding to the dirt surface of the road. How could he be here? Did a magician throw a hallucination spell on her? She shook her head and looked towards Garono who had stopped in the middle of the road fifty feet or more past where she had fallen. 
Trak looked at her and then pointed his knife at the approaching crowd of fifteen or twenty men. She didn’t see any magicians. 
He grunted a power word. A pulse of lightning left the knife. It shot ahead as if on a taut rope and struck a rebel. He did it again and again. Men fell to the road. Holes in their bodies smoked. She had never seen such a thing before. She had expected him to throw lightning back and forth, but he had learned this new way of fighting since they last met. Did he learn it in Colcan?
The mob broke and ran back towards the city. Trak launched a few more strikes. Each one dropped a rebel. Trak lifted her up and carried her to Garono. “Where are you going?”
“Trak Bluntwithe. You are the last person I expected on this road! A ship waits for us, ahead.” 
“By a little village? I passed it on the way here. We must hurry.”
“I can walk, now,” Valanna said. She gave some of the cooked meat to Trak before they started out.
“Thank you,” he said. He put his arm protectively around her. “I worried that I would be too late.”
“You were,” Garono said. “She had to put down two groups already. The third would have overrun us.”
Trak nodded. “I came this way since it looked like the only way you would escape to the east, although I expected Dalistro to be accompanying Val.”
“You know him well,” Garono said.
“Well enough, I lived with him for six months while he tutored me.”
“You learned enough to save us.” Garono slapped Trak on the back.
“My tutoring is still woefully insufficient, but I have developed a few usable talents.”
Garono snorted. “Usable?”
Valanna clutched at him. “I dreamed of you saving me. I really did and it came true,” she said. “I’m glad you came.” She stopped him in the middle of the road and kissed him on the mouth. 
That was no sisterly kiss. Trak grinned for a second. “I missed you, Valanna.” He said hugging her to him.
Garono cleared his throat. “There will be more rebels once the others gather enough men to come after us. There might be a magician or two as well.”
“The magicians did rebel. I didn’t believe it when I was told they might in Mozira,” Trak said as they picked up the pace. Valanna clutched his hand as they walked. 
“Mozira?” Valanna said.
“I’ve been exiled from Colcan. It seems they didn’t like the amount of talent that I had.”
“Jealousy?” Garono said. 
“No, fear. I have the ability to topple their cursed towers. They tried to kill me, but a friend of mine saved me.”
“Asem? Honor?”
Trak took a deep breath and shook his head. “Asem didn’t know about my execution. Honor had no power to stop them. A former Dean saved me.”
“Strength?” Garono said. “He’s the only Colcanan that I know of that isn’t half-crazy.”
“You know him?”
Garono nodded. “I know most of the names of the Deans and have met with Strength in less stressful times. That is not a well known fact, so please keep it to yourself.”
“I will, if we survive.”
Trak turned as he heard shouts and the pounding of hooves. “We go into the woods here.” He let the pair go past him. “Go south to a clearing about one hundred paces in.” Then he turned and used the wind pose to obliterate their tracks with a focused wave of fast moving air. 
He found them sitting on a rock close to his disk. He quickly uncovered it and placed it in front of them.
“Get on and put one foot in a loop on the surface.”
“This is like a lift platform, isn’t it?” Valanna said.
Trak could only nod, but her quick recognition of the device heartened him. The shouts now came through the trees. He struck the lift pose and up they went, the equivalent of nineteen stories into the air, above the trees just as riders exploded into the clearing. He saw colored robes on the horses. Masters had come. A bolt of fire shot past them as he adjusted to his wind pose and pushed them east. He took them east to the large stream.
“There is a boat down there.” Garono pointed, but then he must have spotted riders at the river’s edge. “So are the rebels.”
“It doesn’t matter. We head east until they can’t see us then we go to the ship.” The extra weight and the speed that they traveled began to wear him down. He lost sight of the tiny river and headed southwest towards the ship. From his altitude he could barely see the mast above the trees. “There it is!”
Trak lowered the disk to a height just above the trees and approached the ship slowly. He couldn’t push them much faster. The ship had already weighed anchor and was putting up its sails to head downriver towards the sea. He lowered the disk to just above the water and approached the ship. 
Bolts of flame began to head towards the ship. “Wind, Valanna. Blow those streams off course with short bursts.”
She raised her wand and did as Trak said. “That doesn’t take as much power as I thought.”
“To preserve power use pulses, not a continuous stream.”
“Of course,” she said. 
Trak finally reached the ship. He saw Dalistro staring at him on the deck. He set the disk down just a few paces from him. Garono ran and hugged his son. Such an overt display of affection surprised Trak. Valanna’s arms reached around him. 
“Thank you, for saving me,” she said. Her eyes were filled with admiration and Trak hoped a bit of love. They were on ship. He smiled. Trak would have lots of time with her on their voyage wherever Dalistro had them going. 
A bolt of fire hit one of the sails.
Captain Glasanda ran to them and pulled Valanna aside. “Save us, please.” His eyes went to Trak. “Master Bluntwithe, I didn’t expect you to save us.”
“And he flew in. Now show us how you can punch a hole,” his sailor friend, Ferano said, pointing to a ship from Espozia already making fast headway towards Glasanda’s vessel.
Trak ran to the stern and he first made a pose for water and drew a stream of water from the river onto the burning sail. He had to clutch the rail with both hands. His power had just about burned out. One more spell. He pulled out his knife and pointed it at the bow of the approaching ship and let fly as large a pulse of lighting as he could. 
The bow exploded into chips of wood, opening up a huge hole in the front of the ship. It stopped dead in the water and began to tilt forward as water rushed in. Trak turned to see Glasanda’s sails finally catching the wind. 
Trak smiled as he looked on through blurry eyes. His strength suddenly left him and he felt the entire ship jerk forward and that pitched him backward over the stern and into the water. His body went far underneath the surface. By the time he sputtered and struggled to the surface, Dalistro’s ship was a hundred paces or more ahead of him under full sail. 
He saw Valanna frantically waving to him from the stern, but all Trak could do was paddle towards the shore. He dragged himself up on the muddy bank and saw the ship disappear around a bend in the river. 
So close. He pounded the sandy turf and turned over on his back, totally exhausted. He closed his eyes. A nudge seemed to have revived him. He didn’t know how long he had been out, but he groaned when he recognized a familiar face looking down at him.
“So the errant magician has returned.” Master Borega grinned as he administered the Spell of Absorption to Trak.
 
~~~~
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Chapter One
 
THE WIND DIDN’T CATCH IN THE SHIP’S SAILS as their pursuer began to bear down on them.  Trak Bluntwithe, the young magician, threw a massive lightning bolt into the prow of the approaching ship.  Valanna turned away from the struggling ship and assumed the pose to generate wind and spoke the power word.  The wind suddenly filled the sails and the ship lurched forward.  
She looked back at the broken ship behind them only to see Trak fall over the stern from the jerk forward. 
“No!” she ran back and looked over the railing.  Trak was nowhere to be seen. Tears filled her eyes while she scanned the empty waters.  The ship continued to speed forward, leaving the spot where the young man had hurtled into the Pusuun River.
Captain Glasanda joined her at the stern. “We can’t turn back, look at the shore.” 
Magicians and the Ozitzian rebels began to poke through the woods lining the river.  “There!” The captain now pointed in the middle of the river, where Trak emerged gasping and began his struggle towards the shore.  
Valanna raised her arms and waved at him. “We must save him!” She wanted to jump into the river and help him, but she never did master the art of swimming and could only stand in shock, as the ship followed the curving channel, leaving Trak behind.
Misson Dalistro, her tutor and a spy for the Santasian Council, came up to her and put his arm around her shoulder. The concern that he felt only made her feel worse. Her magic had pushed Trak into the river at a time when he must have lost all of his strength disabling the oncoming ship.  She put her hands to her face and wept. “It’s all my fault!” 
Her mind frazzled with grief. With all of the magicians at the shore, Trak would be re-captured by the Espozian Magicians Guild. How would he cope? She didn’t know, but the guilt that she had caused the lurch that had driven him overboard seared her.
“My dear, he came to save you, which the boy did. Without him we would be at the mercy of the rebels,” Garono Dalistro, Misson’s father and head of the now-exiled Santasian Council, said. “We can’t go back for him, but the boy has more resources than any of us. Have faith in him.”
“But he would be here at my side,” Valanna put her hand to her mouth. She didn’t want them to know how much she regarded Trak and now they would know.
“So you are more than friends,” Misson said with a grin. “It is probably what drove him to come to Espozia, alone, to save you.”
“I don’t really care about his motivations, I am glad you are both on this ship heading out of Espozia,” Garono said. “We will put in at Nikia and head to Mozira and begin our campaign to recapture our capital city.  Espozia will be back under our control soon enough,” He patted Valanna’s shoulder. “We will have magicians enough to save young Bluntwithe.”
“Perhaps we can get aid from the Colcanans. At least Prince Asem and Kulara can help,” Valanna said.
The two Dalistros paused. The father looked at the son and Valanna could see they didn’t think much of that idea. She sighed. Valanna would have to wait to get back to shore before she could do anything to help Trak.  She looked back towards Espozia, seeing tendrils of smoke rising in the sky far behind them.
~
Prince Asem of the Warishian ruling tribe, the Ferezan, paced in the house that the Board of Deans of the Bitrium College of Magicians had given them to live in while Trak learned more magic under the tutelage of Honor Fidelia and Strength Nomia. “We need to leave Bitrium,” he said to his second, and most loved wife, Kulara.
“And where will we go? Warish? Now that the late Prince Nez attempted to assassinate his father, will King Marom hold you responsible? Has our planned excursion to Espozia turned into exile?”
Kulara asked the right question at the end. Asem didn’t know his status in King Marom’s court.  He would have to send a letter to the king asking for further instructions after Trak’s banishment from Colcan, given that his execution had been aborted with the assistance of Strength. Both of them had disappeared from Bitrium and for good reason.
“We also have Valanna to worry about,” Asem said. “Now that the Bluntwithe boy is out of the picture, perhaps we should find out what is happening in Santasia.”
Someone knocked in the door.  Asem opened it to Honor Fidelia. She looked as distraught as when she came to tell him about Trak’s death sentence a few days ago.
“There is civil war in Santasia. The rebels have taken over Espozia with most of the magicians in the Magicians Guild. Valanna is in danger and who knows where Trak is in all of this.”
Asem helped the upset woman to a chair in their sitting room. Kulara quickly joined them. 
“We were just talking about that,” Kulara said. “Perhaps we should see if there is some way we can help Valanna? She would be in danger.”
Honor shook her head. “She barely escaped. Don’t ask me how I know, but Trak saved Dalistro and his father while saving Valanna. She is heading on a ship to Nikia, Santasia’s most southern port.” Not asking meant the Colcanans had a linked pair in a position to know what was going on in Santasia’s capital city or even on the ship to Nikia.
“I know where Nikia is.” That made sense and Asem relaxed. “Then Trak and Valanna are heading out of trouble.”
The look in Honor’s eyes disputed his statement. “Trak has been re-taken by the Magicians Guild. He’s in as much danger in Santasia as he is in Colcan.”
“Or Pestle, or Warish,” Kulara said.
Asem gave his wife a warning look. He didn’t know how much danger Trak would be in Warish now that Nez had lost his life.
“A magician without a country, in exile. It’s all my fault,” Honor said. 
Asem hadn’t expected to see tears ever coming from that woman’s eyes. “What’s done is done,” he said. Kulara glared at him. They had argued about the importance of the past before. Evidently, women seemed to hold on to previous events a little more tightly than men did. Asem didn’t mention matters of the heart. He had enough scars in the love life of his young manhood that still bothered him from time to time. “We will go to Nikia or Mozira. I am on my own, now that Trak is captured again. We can return to Warish at any time,” he wouldn’t tell Honor about the attempted assassination attempt or his possible peril in his home country, “or we can work with the Santasians, loyal to the council, to retrieve Trak, if he’s still alive.”
“If his mind is still intact,” Kulara said.
Honor looked away from them. “Leaving might not be possible. The Board has voted to put you under house arrest.”
Asem jumped to his feet. “Is that why you are here?”
Honor pursed her lips. The new tension seemed to wipe away her emotions. “Yes! I am here to get you out of Bitrium. I’m leaving to atone for my mistake.  I should have told Trak that his demonstration of power in the quarry should have been done in secret.”
After sitting back down, Asem thought for a moment. “I don’t want to lose my connection with Berin, but as a member of the Board of Deans, if he voted to restrain us, he must know me well enough that I won’t accept it.”
“That is why he intends to put you back in the visitors floor of his tower. It is ideal for holding you without restraint. If we move quickly, we can escape from Bitrium and flee to Santasia.
“From the pot to the kettle,” Kulara said.
Asem nodded in agreement. “I had always thought Bitrium to be the most rational city in the world, if somewhat deficient in it’s cuisine. It is not so.” He shook his head. “We don’t have much to pack. What do you suggest we do?”
“Leave by the south gate immediately. Rasia will meet you with horses and take you to a camp northwest of the city. I will join you tomorrow morning.  Don’t worry about provisions, that is my job.”
Asem couldn’t resist a smile. “I like a lady with a plan.”  He winced as he saw Kulara’s face and now he would be traveling with three women again, heading north to Santasia. He didn’t know what they would face, but if they were able to retrieve Valanna, perhaps Kulara and he could find a safe harbor somewhere in the world, if he couldn’t return home to Warish.
~
True to Honor’s words, Asem and Kulara, wearing the dreary dark gray cloaks of Bitrium magicians, found their way out of the city. Within a mile or so, Rasia sat at the side of the road. Asem noticed three mounts hobbled not far away, munching on the new spring grass.
She brushed off the dust and approached them. “I see you have escaped.”
“Not much of an escape,” Kulara said. “With these things,” she plucked the dowdy cloak, “no one noticed. Were we really in peril, or is this some kind of trick to get us to leave Bitrium?”
Rasia shook her head. “No joke. I would imagine that the pursuit is just getting underway.”
~~~
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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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