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Magician in Exile
 
Chapter One
~
 
THE WIND DIDN’T INSTANTLY CATCH in the hastily furled sails as the rebel pursuer began to bear down on Misson Dalistro’s ship. Trak Bluntwithe, the young magician, threw a massive lightning bolt into the prow of the approaching vessel. Valanna looked towards the destruction wrought by Trak’s blast and assumed the pose to generate wind and spoke the power word. The wind suddenly filled the sails and the ship lurched forward. 
She took a step to steady herself and turned to look at the wreckage behind them, only to see Trak fall over the stern from the jerk forward. 
“No!” She ran back and looked over the railing. 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 Glazia River.
Captain Glasanda joined her at the stern. “We can’t turn back, look at the shore. Assume the wind pose again!” 
Magicians and the Ozitzian rebels began to poke through the tall trees lining the river. “There he is!” The captain now pointed in the middle of the river, where Trak emerged gasping and began to 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 had mastered the art of swimming and could only stand in shock, as the ship caught the current and followed the curving channel while Trak was lost from sight.
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 became numb with grief. With all the magicians on the shore, the Espozian Magicians Guild had to have captured Trak. How would he cope? She didn’t know, but the fact that she had caused the lurch that had driven him overboard seared her with guilt.
“My dear, Trak Bluntwithe came to save you, which he successfully accomplished. 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 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 then begin our campaign to recapture our capital city. Espozia will be back under our control soon enough,” He patted Valanna’s shoulder. “We will then have magicians enough to save young Bluntwithe.”
“Perhaps we can get the Colcanans to help. Prince Asem and Kulara can use their magic, if we can find them,” 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 lent them 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 beloved wife, Kulara.
“And where will we go? Warish? Now that the late Prince Nez has 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, for 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 execution had been aborted with the assistance of Strength Nomia, both of them had disappeared from Bitrium, eliminating Asem’s reason for leaving Warish.
“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 on the door of the modest house with its garden and magician practice maze. Asem opened it to Honor Fidelia. She looked as upset 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 assistance of the Magicians Guild. Valanna is in danger and who knows where Trak is in all of this?”
Asem helped the distraught 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 could help Valanna. She would be in the middle of any danger.”
Honor shook her head. “She barely escaped.” She waved away any questions. “Don’t ask me how I know, but Trak saved Misson Dalistro and Garono, his father and Valanna. She is heading on a Dalistro 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. How Asem wished that the Ferezan possessed such a spell.
“I know where Nikia is,” Asem said. “Then Trak and Valanna are heading out of trouble.”
The look in Honor’s eyes disputed his statement. “Trak has been retaken 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 since he didn’t know how much danger Trak would face in Warish now that Nez had lost his life. He wished he could take Trak along with him, but the boy would never switch his allegiance to King Marom.
“A magician without a country, in exile. It’s all my fault,” Honor said. She put her hand to her mouth and leaned back in her chair.
Asem hadn’t ever expected to see tears 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 their possible peril in his home country. “Or we can work with Santasians, loyal to the council, to retrieve Trak, if he’s still alive.”
“Or 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 tension seemed to wipe away her emotions, and Asem had always felt the woman had few enough emotions as it was. 
“Yes! I am here to get you out of Bitrium,” she said. “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 its cuisine. I am disappointed to find 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. Worrying, at this point, is my job.”
Asem couldn’t resist a smile. “I like a lady with a plan.” He winced as he saw Kulara’s face. 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 in the lightly dappled shade of a newly-leaved tree. 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. “Honor told you no joke. I would imagine that the pursuit is just getting underway.”
~~~
 



 
Chapter Two
~
AS SOON AS BOREGA OF THE MAGICIANS GUILD SPOKE the power word of the Magicians Guild Absorption spell, the other magicians surrounding Trak put him to sleep.
He didn’t remember anything else until he woke to the awful smell of wet ashes. His head pounded, making him squint in the light from a dirty window. At least he had made it to the shore. At a few points during his swim to now-dubious safety, he didn’t know if he would make it, but Trak didn’t know if his extra effort would be worth it, now that he had been captured. 
Trak sat up immediately, despite his headache. The assimilation spell, meant to absorb his memory and leave him as a virtual slave to the guild, hadn’t worked! He remembered everything. Could the Magicians Guild know? He would have to pretend his memory had been wiped. 
He looked at his wrist and found it aching and bandaged. They had likely scratched out the word ‘worry’ that would weaken many spells. It wouldn’t matter this time. He smiled despite his current state. Now all he had to do was wait for the right moment and escape. A table or a chair, anything that could be thought of as a platform would take him high into the air. 
He lay back and took another whiff of the smell of wet ashes and looked out the little window. He couldn’t see much from the raindrops making the window muddy from the ash. What had the rebels done? Did Estia even exist any longer? He remembered sleeping in a room like this the last time he had been taken by the guild, so it must have escaped destruction.
The door opened, and Master Borega walked in wearing the robes of a Dark Blue master; so, he had given himself a promotion. A yellow-robed acolyte followed, carrying a tray of food. “I see you have finally awakened.”
“How long was I sleeping?” Trak said. He hated what he’d have to do, but he needed to see if Valanna was fine. 
“Nearly one full day. You are rather resistant to spells, Master Bluntwithe.”
“Master?” Trak furrowed his brow. The acting would now begin. He put his hand to his head, since he didn’t have to fake a headache.
“Ah. Yes, you have been accepted back into the guild.”
“I’ve been in it before?” Trak said. He eyed the tray still in the hands of the Yellow. “Is that food for me? It might help calm this headache.”
Borega nodded his head. “It is. Do you remember any spells?”
“Poses. I remember poses and words.” Trak rubbed his head slowly since it actually seemed to help with the pain. “I am a magician?” He looked up at Borega. “I am a Master of the guild?”
“You are a Purple,” Borega said. “The only Purple still active in Estia.”
Trak squinted his eyes. “Still?”
After clearing his throat, Borega sat on his bed. “We are in the midst of a civil war. Those who follow our leader, Black Master Riotro, have sworn allegiance to his ascendancy to the new throne of Santasia. The remaining Purples have gone south with our master.”
“Can I have some of that food?” Trak said, with his eyes fixed on his meal, looking away from Borega.
Borega motioned to Yellow to put the tray down on a bedside table. Trak grabbed a small loaf of bed and bit into it. His stomach craved something.
After swallowing and downing half a glass of water, Trak sighed. “What about those that have gone over to the other side?”
“We had some issues with a conflict of opinion. Some are imprisoned. Some have left the guild, and Master Riotro pursues them to the south.”
 “What am I to do?” Trak said, trying to make his eyes look vacant.
“You are to stay here in this room until Master Riotro returns for further evaluation. Your headache should only last a few days. It’s normal for those who have been absorbed.”
Trak didn’t see extending his patience that long, now that he had no allies in the guild. He nodded and rose to his feet. His legs were shaky when he rose. Had they drugged his food or was the sleeping spell taking a long time to wear off?
He knew he had enough strength and determination to strike a pose. He slid from one non-pose to another as he pretended to struggle to the window and finally assumed the Sleep pose. “Paranon,” he said with his finger pointing at the two magicians.
Borega’s eyes widened, and then closed as he slid to the floor along with the Yellow.
Trak’s hands shook while he stripped Borega of his robe and left the room after finding the key and a pouch of coins in Borega’s pocket, and then locked the two guild members in his former cell.
He walked through the empty corridor and passed a window. Perhaps the rainy weather had thinned out those walking between the guild’s buildings, but Trak would have expected more magicians to be out and about. How many had escaped? How many had been killed or imprisoned during the rebellion?
Trak couldn’t leave the guild without freeing the captured magicians. He didn’t feel any loyalty to the guild, no matter to whom they gave their allegiance, but he knew Riotro wasn’t a man to trust, and he couldn’t leave without knowing what happened to Master Nullia. Even if she did side with the Colcanans, her power would help counter Riotro’s.
He walked back and began to open the doors along the corridor with Borega’s key. He found Nullia staring out a window in a room as bare as the one he had left. She gave him a blank look indicating that her memories had been hidden away with the absorption spell. 
“Worry,” he said, pointing at her. The power word didn’t need a pose to work, just the mental intent. Why was that word the only one that did that? No time to think about that now.
Nullia blinked a few times. She looked blankly at Trak and then enough of her memory returned. “Trak Bluntwithe! You are in danger. Flee while you have the chance!”
“You’re coming with me, unless you want to start all over again as a Yellow,” he said, with a smirk on his face. He hoped it would irritate the severe Colcanan woman enough to accelerate the return of her memories.
She shivered. “No. Has Riotro talked to you yet?”
“Borega told me that he is chasing magicians heading south. I presume to Mozira?”
She nodded her head. “Let’s get out of here, then,” she said as she approached the door.
Trak held up his hand. “I know where there is a Yellow robe.”
Nullia looked down at the plain shift that she wore. “That is a good idea. Lead on.”
They returned to the slumbering magicians. Nullia and Trak tore sheets into strips and tied the pair up and gagged them. Nullia put on the yellow robe, even though the man who wore it didn’t wear any clothes beneath his. At least Borega had the courtesy to wear something so they didn’t have the same embarrassing issue with him, Trak thought.
He opened more cell doors and Nullia found four more Masters and a few Yellows that she knew. Trak freed them from their recently-applied absorption. 
“Six of us shouldn’t have any problem leaving the grounds if Riotro isn’t here,” Nullia said after they found a room full of wadded-up robes. Most of the Masters chose to wear Yellow, but Nullia chose to proudly wear her Purple while they escaped. 
The fugitives sneaked out of the building and hurried to the door in the wall where Honor Fidelia had helped Trak escape months before.
Nullia posed and spoke the power word and nothing happened. “It seems Riotro has discovered our secret exit.”
“Back up,” Trak said. “I’m not at my best, so if I faint, catch me. Stand back.” 
He used the brute force pose and blew a hole in the wall. He staggered, as it took all his strength to remain upright. “We will have to crawl through. I don’t have much energy. They might have put something in my food.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Three
~
NONE OF THE MAGICIANS WORE ELEGANT CLOTHING, so once their robes were cast aside, they didn’t look much different from the rabble that roamed the streets in groups their size or larger. Since the Magicians Guild was towards the northern side of Estia, they headed further north until they reached the end of the city. Espozia never had city walls, so it wasn’t too difficult to escape from central Estia. 
Trak gazed across the river. The Ozitzians hadn’t torched their own houses, even though they had passed through smoke-filled Estian streets. Would the Warishians start riots when they eventually took over Pestle? He wished he could have spent more time with Asem talking about Warishian intentions, but the prince always diverted the subject away from Pestle. 
He sat down on a curb with the others as they pondered what to do to cross the river. No boats scuttled back and forth this far north. 
“If we wait until dark, I can ferry us across,” Trak said. “All I need is some food.”
“All we need is money,” Melia, a Green said. She looked to be in her mid-twenties with the dark hair and dusky skin of most Santasians. “My family lives over there.” She lifted her chin towards Ozitza.
Trak smiled. “My own purse was taken from me along with my possessions, however, Borega can fund us for a bit.” He lifted the purse from a large pocket in his pants. “The question is will anybody sell us anything?”
“Over there,” Melia said. “I doubt if much trading is going on in Estia, just rioting and robbery.” She sounded like she just didn’t care.
The rest of them sighed. Their way of life had just been stripped of its dignity. Their choices seemed to boil down to joining Riotro in imposing magician-based tyranny on Santasia or taking flight.
Nullia looked at Trak with narrowed eyes. “You said ‘ferry’?”
“I learned a few things in Colcan,” he said. “I’m pretty much an Innovator, I guess, with Strength’s help.”
“Strength?” Melia said. “You look strong enough to me.” She furrowed her brows.
Nullia laughed. “Strength is a man’s name. He’s a retired magician who doesn’t like to follow the rules very much. I imagine he hasn’t changed?”
“Not since I left him in Mozira.”
“Mozira!” Nullia said.
Trak proceeded to tell them a condensed version of his experiences in Colcan, including his escape with Ben. “So, all we need is a platform of some kind. A door will work, anything that will allow us to keep from falling in the river. All I know is how to get nineteen stories high in the air, but I imagine you must know other heights.” Trak was happy to see Nullia nod her head. “Two or three stories high might be all we need to get over to Ozitza and then we can head over the eastern forests and go far enough south to safely change direction to Mozira.”
Tomio, a dark Yellow, rose to his feet. “Give me some of your coins and I’ll get us some food. I suggest that we find a less conspicuous place to wait until dark.”
Nullia stood. “I agree. Take another with you once we find our hiding place.”
They all joined Nullia and began to walk along alleyways. Most of the Estian houses in this district were intact, but there were few inhabitants. Tomio discovered an empty carriage garage. It looked like anything of value had been taken when the inhabitants fled.
Melia found the door open to the adjoining house. “We might as well wait until we leave in comfort,” she said, calling across the alley from the barn.
“Go ahead,” Trak said. “I’ll build a platform from what I can find inside here.” He let the others all go while he found a few tools left behind and dismantled a stall large enough to make a platform that they could all use. By the time he had nailed the boards together, fashioned a post to lean on while he posed for wind, and installed leather loops for the riders, Tomio returned and called him into the house.
Melia and another Yellow had fired up the stove and were cooking bacon and eggs. Nullia and Tomio were making packets of the food to take with them. 
“We’ll leave some money behind and hope the owners are back to grab it rather than looters,” Nullia said. “I can’t just take things from these people.”
Trak took a few pieces of bacon and finished off an apple while he watched them work. “Then we should see what else we can pay for that we don’t think we’ll be able to get on the Ozitzan side,” Trak said. 
He left them in the kitchen and roamed through the house. He noticed a few valuables that the occupants had left behind, but he found no reason to take their possessions. He found the door to a basement and lit a globe and descended down the stairs. A rack of old clothes hung up in the basement would provide them with warmer clothing without taking the better clothes left behind upstairs. 
After piling them up, he enlarged the light globe that he had created and began to roam around through the boxes and trash the owners had accumulated. He found a wardrobe of sorts in a corner and opened the door. Tiny points of light looked back at him as he had found an ornate set of armor. The metal hadn’t rusted, so it had been polished recently enough. He moved the plates around and found a sword, a long knife and a crossbow tucked away in the back.
No bolts for the crossbow could be found, but he extracted the sword and gave it a few swings. The hilt had been polished, but the blade looked old, and the balance wasn’t the best. Still, a sword and a knife could provide them with some physical protection, and that provided a lift to Trak’s confidence.
He grimaced when he remembered bandits jumping Honor, Malena and him on their way out of Santasia on his first escape. Still, a sword at his side would make looters think twice about attacking them. He had agreed with Nullia’s suggestion that they shouldn’t overtly use magic unless their lives depended on it.
He lugged his booty upstairs and plopped it on the kitchen floor. “Coats, cloaks and daggers,” he said, as he picked up the weapons. “These are old, worn cast-offs, so I thought they would help us fit in better while we run through Ozitza.”
“Good thinking,” Nullia said.
“I don’t know how to use that thing,” Tomio said. “I have never held a knife in my hand other than to cut food during my meal since I was a child.”
Trak grinned. “I’m no child, but I know my way around a blade. We don’t want to advertise that we are magicians, right?”
“Right!” Nullia said. “It’s getting darker and we’ve got some food in us. We kept some more bacon and some eggs for you, Trak. Hurry and eat, so we can go fly across the river first thing before dawn.”
Trak didn’t object. He finished off the pile of warm food on his plate and felt much better. Either the drugs were wearing off, or he was simply famished. It didn’t matter since Nullia should be able to fly them across the river all by herself, once he trained her how to do it.
~
“How much longer?” Valanna said to Misson Dalistro as they sat in the captain’s large cabin. “How do you expect me to learn anything while this ship rocks to and fro?” She put her elbows on the table and propped up her chin in her cupped hands while she closed her eyes. Her shifting stomach didn’t help her think any better.
Misson laughed and looked at his father, Garono Dalistro, head of the dispossessed government of Santasia and now head of the Santasian Loyalists. Garono lifted his head from the book in his hands and shook his head smiling. “Not long, Valanna Almond,” Garono said. He looked out the many paned windows in the back of the ship. “Tomorrow at noon, I’d say. We are passing Palia Point.”
Misson went to the window and gazed out. “I must admit, I’ll be glad to land in Nikia and get going again. Fleeing is not something I enjoy.”
“Nor I,” Valanna said. She had enough sailing and riding in carriages. Unfortunately, she didn’t have anyplace else to go. Where were Asem and Kulara, she thought? Bitrium certainly didn’t have a hold on her. Of all the places she had stayed, the Dalistro mansion had been the best, until the revolution. She wished that Trak had made it on the ship, and she continued to feel responsible for his demise, whatever that was. Their relationship never had a chance to develop. She bit her lip at the thought. At least when she thought of him, her stomach seemed to settle and ache a little differently.
The door flew open as Captain Glasanda entered the cabin. “I am sorry to disturb all of you, but a boat intercepted us from Palia Point with a message.”
Garono set his book aside and stood with his arm out. “Let me read,” he said. His face frowned as he read, and then he squinted his eyes a bit as if concentrating on the words.  He thrust the message into his son’s hands. “Read, Misson. Good news and bad.”
Misson bowed to Valanna. “I will read this so both of you know the new information.” He glanced at his father, who nodded his assent.
 
Senior Dalistro,
 
Espozia is lost to the rebels. They have taken over most of Estia including the city’s center. The Magicians Guild is behind the revolt, but there is a schism in the guild and many magicians have fled, heading south to Mozira. Riotro is purportedly leading a contingent of magicians to recapture them, but there is fighting north of Gorinza and it appears that Riotro has been defeated at this point. Only a few Moziran magicians have left the southern guild to join Riotro. This is the good news.
 
We have just learned that the Kandannans are assembling two forces at the Lizanti Pass and the Dianza Pass. That means an army to take southern Santasia from Dianza and an army to take the North from Lizanti. After you left the city, Riotro announced his alliance with the Kandannans. Our armed forces are assembling from all over Santasia in Gorinza for a push north and in Mozira to push west towards Dianza.
 
We await your arrival in Mozira to finalize our counterattack.
 
General Adolphus Niamo
With the Gorinza Loyalist Forces
 
Garono sat down and put his hand to his forehead. “I don’t like this at all. Santasians fighting Santasians is bad enough, but not when we are provoked from outside forces.” He shook his head and looked at Captain Glasanda. “I don’t know what good news there is here other than the fact that we still have magicians on our side. At least the Kandannans are even less magical than us.” Garono sighed and then continued, “Make haste to Nikia. I will write a note to Niamo telling him to continue to assemble forces and get them into a training mode.” He went to the Captain’s desk and scribbled a note. “Here, give this to the men in the boat.”
“What are your plans?” Misson said.
“I will take back Espozia, but you must cut off the Kandannans at the Dianza Pass.”
Misson pulled at his lip. “If only we could get the Toryans to help us.”
Garono barked out a laugh. “As if they would lift a finger to help either Santasia or Kandanna. I’ll be happy if they don’t attack you as you go to reinforce the pass. You may take a few magicians, but I will need most of them to counter Riotro’s renegades. Retaking Espozia must be handled delicately. Glasanda?”
The Captain came to attention and bowed. “Your wish, Senior?”
“Employ all sails. We need to reach Nikia as quickly as we can,” Garono said.
The Captain bowed again and left. They all could hear the barking of orders.
Misson turned his attention to Valanna. “The remainder of our voyage is likely to get a bit more choppy. I suggest that you either go up on deck or remain in your cabin, suitably equipped for an upset stomach. The only advantage of our speed will be that we will arrive in Nikia sooner.”
~
Ben sat on a rickety rocking chair on the porch of the deteriorating manor house that he continued to inhabit while he waited for word on Trak’s success in rescuing Valanna Almond. He picked up the wine bottle from the little table that he had dragged out to the porch and took another swig. The weather was beginning to turn warmer, and Ben didn’t think he could enjoy it while waiting for word on Trak’s hasty rescue mission.
He had restrained himself from walking into Mozira to ask after Trak and limited his exercise to walking about the neglected estate. The sound of a horse riding along the dusty road to the estate preceded the appearance of a rider. His eyes followed the man as he rode along the curving path through the woods towards the estate. Ben stood up to greet the visitor. He would need to be ready with a pose in case of trouble.
Ben’s eyebrows rose as he recognized the man. “Misson Dalistro!” Ben walked down from the porch to greet the man while he dismounted. He would certainly have news of Trak.
“You are the Colcanan magician I was told about?”
Ben nodded. “We’ve met before, although I was somewhat younger.”
Misson laughed, “As was I. Would you mind sharing that bottle of wine with me while I tell you of your protege?”
Ben walked up the stairs to the porch and grabbed the bottle of wine. He’d open up a new one since he had been drinking from the bottle. “Come on in, once you’ve secured your beast.” He walked into the foyer and then into the sitting room. Trak had done a good job of cleaning the place when they arrived, so Ben didn’t have too much trouble keeping the areas where he frequented in presentable shape. It was easy with a judicious use of magic.
He opened a new bottle of wine and poured them each a glass, and then he offered a seat to Misson.
“My father said you’ve been removed from the Board of Deans,” Misson said.
“Some time ago. How is your father? Did he make it out of Espozia?”
Misson smiled a crafty smile, as Ben would interpret it. “He is on his way to Gorinza via Mozira.”
“Did you cross paths with Trak Bluntwithe?” Ben could feel his heart beat a little faster. Why hadn’t Trak returned?
“My ward—“
“Valanna Almond,” Ben said. 
“Yes,” Misson cleared his throat. “Trak rescued my father and Valanna, but he fell overboard and was taken, we think, back to the Magicians Guild. Rebels were all over the shore.”
“Overboard?”
“I had my ship waiting downstream from Espozia. Valanna, Trak and my father made it on board, but we were assaulted from the shore and a ship that was moving much faster than us.”
“But Trak—“
“Trak stopped the other ship using some kind of magical lightning bolts. Valanna filled the sails with air, and the lurch that resulted tossed Trak into the river.”
Ben felt his insides lurch much like the ship must have. “We have to save him.”
Misson shook his head. “Too dangerous. The rebels have taken over most, if not all, of Estia right now. Your friend Riotro—“
“No friend of mine.” 
Misson nodded. “We’ve just received word that he has the support of the Kandannans, who are amassing on the Dianza and Lanzanti Passes to invade Santasia. My father is joining up with General Niamo to retake the North. It is up to me to seal up Dianza Pass.”
“Use the Toryans,” Ben said.
“We can’t get within a league of them,” Misson said. “We’ve tried before.” He looked down at his cup of wine and then back up to Ben. “Both Santasia and Kandanna have attempted to ally with them, but the little beggars always refuse.”
Ben sat back and took a sip of wine. “Maybe the first thing you should do is to stop calling them ‘little beggars’ and treat them like people.”
In the silence of the room, Misson looked down at the floor with the wine glass in his hand. “Perhaps you can do that.”
“Me?” Ben said.
“You’ve visited them before.”
Ben snorted. “Visiting them is different than leading them against the Kandannans. There are Toryans in the Kandannan forests as well.”
Misson drained his cup of wine and poured another. He held the bottle for Ben, who placed his hand over his goblet. “I’ve had too much already,” Ben said. He pursed his lips and looked at Misson. “How about a deal?”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Make retrieving Trak a priority, assuming he is still alive, and I will at least do what I can. It’s not in anyone’s interest, Colcan or Santasian, to have Kandanna invade your country and, even worse, see Riotro attempt to rule Santasia. What a disaster that would be!”
Misson sat up straight. “We agree on that. I will send some men into Espozia to find out what happened to him. Once we know where he is, then we will retrieve him before the fighting starts.”
“As long as he isn’t fighting against you,” Ben said. “He will have been administered the Absorption Spell, you know.”
“He escaped from them once. I have no doubts about the boy. He will escape again, and this time I will help him.” 
“Very well. I will need some escorts and supplies,” Ben said. 
Misson rose from his seat. “Can you leave tomorrow, first thing?”
“I’ve been cooped up in this place for too long, as it is. I’ll be ready.”
~
Rasia looked back at her little group. Asem, Honor and Kulara all struggled to lead their horses over the pass. They had to travel at night to evade the Colcanan guards that helped them their last time through. Honor and Kulara put the entire little garrison into a deeper sleep than they might ordinarily have. Asem followed behind, doing what he could to cover their passage. He would know, as well as she did, that the Colcanans would be chasing them in two directions, one towards Tachium, the Colcanan port, and towards this pass. 
She let them catch up to her when she found a suitable resting spot, a small meadow that had the advantage of a high mountain stream. She looked up at the newly-risen moon and figured they could use its light for the rest of their trip over the pass until they reached thick forest again. “It’s time for a break. We have half an hour up to the pass and an hour beyond, and then we can ride in the dark again,” she said.
“How are you all doing?” Asem said. Rasia could hear his teeth chattering a bit in the cold mountain air.
Rasia didn’t mind him taking over some of the burdens of leadership. Asem was a curious man. She looked at Kulara’s expression in the moonlit night. Asem’s wife hadn’t worn a hood like Rasia so she wouldn’t be able to notice Rasia’s eyes on her. Kulara was a very strong woman, in just about every aspect. Rasia didn’t doubt that she could best the woman with blades, of any kind, but Rasia did know that the woman carried knives on her. In any fight, Kulara had a major advantage. She could channel magic through her body, and Rasia had no abilities along that line. Rasia had to admit that she admired the woman, a first for a foreign female.
“I can make it,” Honor said. Rasia worried about the fatigue in Honor’s voice. She wished that Honor didn’t have to flee, but she knew that her assistance to the Warishians would be discovered soon enough. 
Honor was a woman of strength, but somewhat different from Kulara. The Warish woman had beauty and enjoyed the obvious physical attraction that outshone both Rasia and Honor. Honor was undoubtedly stronger with her magic, but she never showed it nor flaunted her abilities around any other magicians. She had been Rasia’s heroine for a number of years when Rasia learned about her ability to convince the Magicians Guild that she was their creature in Pestle. 
The reality didn’t quite match up with the legend, in her opinion. However, Rasia liked Honor more as a person. She truly felt guilty for not warning the Bluntwithe boy about the danger he faced leveling a section of the quarry wall in view of her fellow scouts. That omission earned Trak his death sentence. Now they all shared exile with the teenager. 
She didn’t really know what to think of her new circumstances. None of them had been up to talking on their forced ride out of Colcan, and they wouldn’t for hours yet, until they were well on the other side of the pass and far off the main path into Santasia. 
“I’ll watch while the rest of you sleep,” Rasia said.
She looked over her magicians for a few hours rest until she felt it time to continue their journey into Santasia.
“Up!” she said, nudging Asem with her foot. “It’s time to go.”
The Warishian jumped up and shook the sleep from his head. “We might as well get this night flight over with,” he said. “Kulara, my dear,” he said in Pestlan, leaning over and helping his wife to her feet.
They started out again. Honor hadn’t said a word as she struggled to her feet and found her horse. Rasia had shivered a bit when they started, but by the time they made it over the pass, she had opened up her cloak to cool her body. She noticed the others had already done the same. 
~
The sun had just begun to paint the tops of the trees when Asem noticed Rasia had led them off the trail. He felt more secure now that they had descended into the forest. He rode up to Rasia.
“Where are we going?” he said.
“Your choice. Nikia or Mozira,” Rasia said. She still looked like she could go on and on, but then he noticed the fatigue around the scout’s eyes.
“Mozira,” he said. “Isn’t that where you think Strength is, Honor?”
The woman only nodded. “I’m ready to sleep for a week or more,” she said, bent over in the saddle. 
“We’ll rest again in half an hour,” Rasia said. 
Rasia led them on until Asem recognized the spot where they had left the wagon. “Here,” she said. “The wagon is close by. Now that we are in Santasia, we can probably chance a hot breakfast.”
“I’m going to sleep for a bit first,” Honor said. 
Asem joined them while they all collapsed on the ground. He sat against a tree next to his wife’s sleeping form to set up a watch, but began to nod.
A nudge woke him up. “Kulara?” he said, with his eyes still closed.
“I assure you that I am not Kulara,” a male voice replied. Asem purposely kept his eyes shut to repress the feeling of surprise. The man had spoken in Pestlan!
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Four
~
TRAK LOOKED OVER A PEACEFUL RIVER. His five companions looked very nervous even after he had taken them for a quick trip up and down on their makeshift flying door before they chanced going over water.
“Let’s get across the river before the sun rises,” Nullia said. 
Trak couldn’t agree more. If archers saw them moving across the river, his little group would have no protection. He nodded to Nullia who stood and struck the pose and said the words that took them up three ‘stories’ in the air. Trak used his wind pose to take them across the river. They started slowly, and as Trak used pulses of wind, they soon reached the other side without a problem. He set them down in a vacant area on the outskirts of Ozitza.
“Shall we proceed on foot or continue on through over the rest of the city?” Nullia said.
Melia, the Green Master, got off the contraption. “I’m not going with you.” She grabbed a share of food out of their sack. “I’ll take my chances in Ozitza. That’s where I came from, after all. You don’t have to worry about my joining up with Riotro, though.”
Trak looked at her disappear in the pre-dawn light. “Anyone else?” He didn’t know if he felt disappointment or what, as their group dwindled down to three.
“Let’s fly,” Tomio said. “The sooner we leave Master Riotro’s domain, the better. “I can’t help you with moving this door, but I’m with the both of you. I hate Riotro and what he has done to the guild.”
Nullia nodded. “Fly. I can take us thirty stories in the air. No arrows will reach us.”
“Then we leave now before the rest of the city awakens,” Trak said. The desertions from his group hurt his feelings, but Trak tried to figure out why. He set aside those thoughts as they began to secure what supplies were left and were soon heading directly west over the northern edge of Ozitza. The poorer side of Espozia looked quite different from Estia. Buildings were smaller and closer to each other along with narrower streets. No wonder he had gotten lost in his one and only foray into the western side of Espozia.
He stopped as the sun hit them, lighting up their conveyance for all to see far below. “I think we are easier to see, up this high,” he said,
“Time to get lower, since we are now out of the city.” Nullia made the lift pose and spoke a different word, making their craft descend to a level just brushing the tops of the trees.
Trak took the time to look east at the city of Espozia. Tendrils of smoke still drifted up over Estia before they headed away from the city. He wondered how Dalistro’s mansion fared. Not too well, he imagined. He nodded at Nullia, and he began to take them further west, and then south. He hoped that Riotro wouldn’t think that they would have tried to escape through the Ozitzan side of Espozia. 
They traveled for another hour at a high rate of speed, until Trak tired of fighting the rushing air. He thought he could always use a shield, but that would just drain his power. Did Tomio have enough power to generate a shield? He dropped them into a clearing in the woods.
“Can you create a shield?” Trak said. “I get physically tired maintaining my pose in the wind as we move.”
Tomio’s face told him that the man had never attempted such a thing. 
“I’ll show you,” Nullia said. She assumed the pose and spoke the word that created a shimmer around her.
The man copied her pose and spoke the word, but the shimmer he created was thin and weak. 
“Use more power,” Trak said.
Tomio broke the pose. “That’s all I have.” His head hung low with embarrassment and disappointment. 
Nullia put her arm around the taller man’s shoulders. “Don’t feel badly. Any Yellow who can make the air shimmer, as you did, has done well. You have to remember that you are accompanied by two Purples.” She gave Trak a quick look. 
Tomio nodded and gave them both a little bow. “I can only do my best, but please let me continue to travel with you.”
“Of course,” Trak said. “I need a bit of a rest, anyway. Do either of you know where we are?” He looked at the rise of the land. “I guess we are at the western edge of Santasia.”
“We are nearly to Toryan territory,” Tomio said. “I grew up a bit to the south of here, but I’ve never ventured so far into the woods. We give the Toryans a wide margin.”
Trak sat down and took a swig from a wine bottle and re-corked it. “The Toryans I grew up knowing were the subjects of tales created to scare children into behaving.” He made a face and waved his hands, “Behave or the Toryans will get you!” He laughed. “I had visions of green men with long noses and straight black hair hanging down to their dirty loincloths.”
“That’s far from the truth,” Nullia said. “I have met a Toryan once or twice. They are a bit shorter than Colcanans, but look much the same as us, except they have lighter eyes than the Colcan people. There have been a few Colcanans who have married Toryans in the past and had children, so they are fully human.”
“I’ve never heard of such a thing!” Tomio said.
Nullia gave Trak an appraising look. He couldn’t figure out why. She said, “We can fly above this forest since it goes on, uninterrupted, from here to Colcan. No Santasians will be looking for us, just Toryans. I think it’s worth the risk, and then we can head east to Mozira.”
“Mozira,” Trak said. He hadn’t had a very notable experience in the south of Santasia, but he didn’t know of an alternative. “If Riotro hasn’t leveled it, I suppose it’s as good a place as any.”
“We’ll leave in a few hours. I need a bit of a nap,” Trak said, taking another swig of wine and a bit of bread.
~
Asem opened his eyes to look up at an older man. “Strength?”
“Ben, if you don’t mind. Benium, if you want to be formal. I see Honor and that scout leader with you.”
“Not to mention his wife,” Kulara said, rising from her blankets.”
Ben bowed. “Kulara. You made it across the main pass without detection?” He looked at her, somewhat bewildered.
“No a smaller one used by scouts,” Asem said.
Ben nodded. “I forgot about that one. We all need to talk. I’m afraid I don’t have any good news.”
Rasia and Honor joined the rest. They stood and gawked at each other for a bit. 
“I have enough provisions for a good breakfast. I was about ready to stop for a bit, anyway,” Ben said. “We can talk while we eat.”
Rasia and Kulara quickly prepared bacon, eggs and fried slices of a spicy Santasian flatbread that Ben had brought. While they worked, he told them about meeting Valanna, Misson, and the news about Trak.
Honor took a plate of food and looked at Asem. “I’ll go with Ben. Toryans respect magicians and I’m not that interested in fighting for the Santasian Loyalists.”
“I’ll go, too,” Rasia said. “Some Toryans can speak Pestlan, but I don’t know a word of Santasian. We will be in less-civilized spaces, so my scouting skills will be put to better use.”
Asem had to smile. He would have made the very same decision. “Kulara and I can find our way to Mozira from here. If Rasia can locate the wagon we left behind, we would have some more goods to barter. We are close by. I have less resources than I intended to have until I get to a proper city, and Espozia is hardly proper at this time.”
Rasia flashed him a grin. “We aren’t far from where we hid it. One of your horses might not enjoy being hitched to a wagon, but you can make it to Mozira. Just be careful.”
“No need to remind me,” Kulara said.
Asem put his arm around Kulara and gave her a squeeze. “We can take care of ourselves. I’ll seek out Misson Dalistro and offer him my assistance. Do you think he will take it?”
Ben raised his eyebrows and nodded. “A non-aligned magician and an experienced leader? I doubt he will refuse you.”
Asem glanced at his wife. “More lessons for Valanna?”
She nodded. “She will need them by now.”
~
Misson sat back in his chair in front of the old desk in the seedy house. He had obtained permission to use the manor that Ben used to live in for a few weeks. He had hired men and women to clean the place and restore certain areas with paint and polish. Now it served as temporary headquarters for the Loyalists.
The papers in his hand spoke of his father’s work organizing the Santasian army’s muster in Gorinza. He looked over at the magician sitting in a newly-cleaned, but still shabby chair. “What do we do with Riotro?”
Bonigo, a Purple magician and leader of the Moziran guild sat up a bit straighter. “We stopped his little army of magicians twenty miles north of Gorinza. They failed to capture many of us,” the tall spare balding man said. He had a prow of a nose with the barest hint of lips. “I don’t think he was with them. Witnesses saw no evidence of the kind of power he possesses.”
Misson nodded. “So he is out gathering his real army and Kandanna threatens. I’ve sent the Colcanan wizard to entreat with the Toryans. Hopefully, they can keep the Kandannans in Kandanna.”
“I would still send troops to the passes. I don’t trust those little devils.” Bonigo made an ugly face when Misson laughed at this statement. “Ben Nomia of Bitrium chided me for calling them names. He thinks he can reason with them.” Misson shrugged his shoulders. “He’s met them, though. I can’t say that I ever have.”
“Few Santasians have,” Bonigo said. “If he’s successful, we could easily retake Espozia, if it weren’t for Riotro, himself.”
A serious expression came over Mission. “I don’t want Estia leveled since my home is there; or was, the last time I heard.” He managed a bit of a smile. “I also don’t want Ozitza destroyed; neither does my father.”
“And why not? The rabble deserves it,” Bonigo said.
“To become rabble again? My father has it right. We need to find a way to treat them better after all this, or we will be fighting civil war after civil war. Enough of them have had a taste of triumph, and I’d rather that they think of any triumph for the betterment of all Santasia. Riotro or someone like him, and it doesn’t have to be a magician, could whip them into a frenzy easily after this, if they aren’t treated more fairly.”
Misson didn’t know if Bonigo agreed with him, but it didn’t matter at this point. 
An aide interrupted the conversation. “A Neel Cardswallow has requested an audience.”
Misson stood up. “Bonigo, we will continue our discussion later today. I must meet with Cardswallow. He has probably come all the way from Pestledown.”
After pouring two glasses of wine, Misson walked to the door and let Bonigo out. He noticed Neel sitting with another man on the front porch.
“Neel, please come in.” 
Neel Cardswallow, Trak’s real father, walked into the study. He bowed to Misson.
The man looked a bit haggard to Misson. He wondered if it was the effects of the voyage or his reason for leaving his home country. “Things have finally become too dangerous for you in Pestle?” Misson said, showing him to a seat at his table. “I have already poured some wine for you.
Neel nodded. “Thank you.” He took a rather long sip. “You’re right, The King is tightening his noose around the city and the countryside. I’ve brought another with me. Trak’s adopted father, Able Bluntwithe. I thought you and I should meet first. I suppose Trak is about?”
Misson paused for a bit by taking a sip of his wine and letting it roll around in his mouth. “Trak isn’t here. He was taken by the Magician’s Guild—”
“I know that,” Neel said, interrupting Misson. “He escaped Bitrium and ended up here in Mozira. I heard you arrived here from Espozi, and I thought he might have accompanied you.”
Misson looked intently at Neel. “What you don’t know is that he was retaken by the Magician’s Guild after saving my father and a young woman from being captured.”
Neel sat back and drained his cup. “It seems I’ve missed him again.” He shook his head. Misson could read the disappointment on his face. “I don’t suppose it’s possible to go to Espozia?”
After shaking his head, Misson spoke, “No. I suggest that you stay here in Mozira for a while and move north with us. Trak seems to come out ahead when captured by whomever. You might be able to help me with planning the defense of southern Santasia. It seems the Kandannans are anxious to conquer us. Riotro, the leader of the—”
“A Black Master of the guild. I’ve heard of him.”
Misson pulled down on the velvet vest that he wore. “He has allied himself with the Kandannans. My father has pushed Riotro’s little army of magicians back towards Espozia, but I have reports that the Kandannans have poised two armies at southern and northern passes.”
Neel chewed his lip. “I know Cokasan’s geography well enough. Dianza and Lazanti?”
After pouring another cup of wine for both of them, Misson nodded. “You do know the land.”
“I grew up in Colcan. Honor is my half-sister.”
This was surprising news. “Do you know the Bitrium adept named Strength?”
A flashing smile lit up Neel’s face for the first time in their meeting. “He was my last teacher.”
“You… you are a magician?”
“Was a magician,” Neel said, “When my wife died, I swore it off and turned to learning how to use steel to defend those I love.”
“And you’ve learned quite a bit about using your wits, as well,” Misson said. He smiled and leaned forward. “I sent Strength to the Toryans two days ago. I hope that they can help us seal the passes. It will save a lot of lives.”
“If the Toryans are willing, they would be able to do it,” Neel said. “I know the Toryans better than Ben, although I think persuading them to help will ultimately be unsuccessful. Toryans hate outsiders.”
Misson grimaced. “I know. Why don’t you head east and follow him? If I can get the Toryans to keep the Kandannans out of Santasia, we can defeat Riotro’s forces as long as he isn’t with them. I have the guild at Mozira behind me, and a growing number of Espozian guild members have shown up to help, including more than half of his Masters.”
Neel rose. “If you can let me know how Trak fares, I’d like to catch up to Ben. He’s the only friend I have in Colcan.”
After Misson got to his feet, he shook Neel’s hand. “You have no more friends in Colcan. Strength is an exile like your son.”
Neel pursed his lips. “I didn’t know that. I’ll seek him out and get the full story. If you let me, I’ll get horses for Able and myself and we’ll be gone tomorrow, if that is all right.”
~
After tucking a pass from Dalistro into his saddlebag, Neel and Able walked their horses through the jumbled tent city that circled the little town of Mozira. A man and a woman, picking their way through the haphazard lanes between the tents, stopped in front of him.
“Neel Cardswallow?” the man said in accented Pestlan.
Neel, looking up, recognized him and brought his right hand to the hilt of his sword. “Asem of the Ferezan. What brings you to Mozira?” What could have brought the Warishian to Santasia? He eyed his enemy as Asem dismounted.
“Let us walk together,” Asem said nodding to the woman. “Let me introduce you to my second wife, Kulara.”
Neel nodded at the attractive woman. Asem was at least a decade older than he, but she seemed to match Neel in age. Asem held onto his wife’s reins while they walked out of the tent city and into a copse of woods.
“We can talk a bit more privately here and then proceed to get something to eat,” Asem said. “And you can take your hand away from your sword. We are in the Santasian fight together.”
“I assume we are on neutral ground?” Neel said.
Asem brought an easy smile to his face. “Of course. I think we are more aligned than you may think, Neel Cardswallow. Why don’t you introduce us to your friend?”
Neel felt himself blush at the social faux pas. He had only met Asem once before in a rather tense meeting in Pestledown some time before he knew of the Warish grand scheme. “This is Able Bluntwithe of Greenbrook.”
“The owner of The Blunted Sword?” Asem’s wife said. “I have heard of your inn from Trak.”
“You’ve met my son?” Able said.
Asem looked at Neel. “Whose son is Trak?”
Trak must have told the pair more than enough so Neel would gain nothing from denying his fatherhood. “I sired him and Able raised him,” he said. “Trak is our son.” He pointed to Able and to himself.
With the introduction behind them and the resulting truce, they walked to the dining area of the camp where a few soldiers still ate. “Sit,” Asem said. 
Neel had no problem letting the older man lead the discussion. Anything that he found out would be new information that he didn’t have. “You have heard about Prince Nez?”
Neel nodded. “News travels all the way to southern Santasia.”
“And to Colcan,” Kulara said. “We rescued Trak not far from here. The Magician’s Guild had taken him and he escaped.”
“I know that story from my own sources,” Neel said.
“A Colcanan link in Pestledown?” Asem said. “Leaf? I have known her husband for some time.”
“You have the better of me,” Neel admitted.
“Better? I don’t know. Were you the one who instigated Nez’s demise? My sources could only trace the notes to Pestledown.”
Neel looked into Asem’s eyes for hostility, but saw none. “I did. He would have ruined Pestle.”
Asem put out his hand. “I thank you. If only I could have had the courage to stop him sooner. You knew him by reputation but I knew him personally. An untalented wastrel and a disgrace to the Ferezan.”
Ignoring Asem’s hand, Neel just nodded. “What will Marom do now?”
Asem shrugged. “Anyone will be better than Nez, I assure you. Anyone will be better than your current king.”
Neel pursed his lips. He knew his expression gave his thinking away. “I am not a supporter of King Harl.”
Asem’s face lightened up again. “Something we can definitely agree on. You are heading where?”
There was no benefit for Asem to know where he headed, so Neel freely told him. “I go to meet with Strength of Colcan while he journeys to the Toryans. I’ve dealt with them more than Strength.”
“Ben.” Asem nodded. 
How much did this Warishian agent know? 
Asem continued, “We ran across him two days ago. Honor Fidelia and a Colcanan scout joined him.”
“Two days. What are your plans, now that you know mine?” Neel said.
“I am a man at large,” Asem said. His wife chuckled. Some joke between them, obviously, Neel thought. “I will join Dalistro as he heads towards Espozia. I want to meet your son again and talk about his future.”
Neel stood up, suddenly angry. “His future is with me and a free Pestle. I lost my wife to your country’s tricks, and I won’t lose my son.”
Asem raised his hands to signify surrender. He sat at a large table with his wife, unable to strike a pose, should he have magic, something rumored, but never verified to Neel. “I have no designs on him. Kulara and I realized that when we lived in the same house with him in Bitrium. His importance is larger than any squabble between Warish and Pestle.”
“I hardly call what you’ve done in Pestle a squabble.”
The Warish spy shrugged. “There is more going on in the world than what you or I might have thought months ago. Kandanna fights Santasia, Warish fights Pestle. Who knows what is going on in Bennin or the Vashtan continent? Someone is stirring up the world. I want to find out who, and I think your son has a larger role to play in fighting against a hidden power.”
Asem’s word struck Neel dumb. He sat down. Such a thing had been in the back of his mind while he worked in Pestle after Trak fled with Dalistro, but he had never been able to put his suspicions into words like Asem.
“I’m not for chaos and I’ll not support a worldwide empire. No good can come of such a thing. The last one on Vashta ended up in centuries of suffering for those people,” Neel said, thinking of the forced expulsion of the race of people who would become Colcanans, Santasians, and Kandannans.
“We again find something to agree upon. I will share this with you, after I help secure Espozia for the Dalistro father and son, I will take Valanna Almond back with me to Warish. You might have known her by the name of Miss Sleekbottle. If you find yourself in Balbaam, seek me out.”
Neel noted Valanna’s real last name. He recalled that the court magician that caused all of the outrage in the kingdom had that name. “What will you do if you find my son?”
“He seeks his own path. All I want to do is talk with him from time to time, as I have talked to you, nothing more. I’ll be honest, when I first came to Cokasan, my intentions were to make sure he stayed in the Guild permanently. He has changed my mind. Trak has a destiny far greater than either of our beloved countries.”
Neel didn’t know if he agreed. When he last met with Trak, he had only shown a tiny bit of the promise that Neel knew lurked within. “Let him know where I went, will you?”
“I will. May your path be uncluttered,” Asem said. That must have been some Ferezan farewell since he and his wife both stood after he said it.
“I wish the same to you. I hope circumstances don’t arise where we clutter each other’s path,” Neel said.
“We share the same hope,” Kulara said, crossing her arms across her chest and bowing, likely another Warishian affectation.
Neel looked at Able, who had sat silent throughout the meeting. They mounted their horses and rode west to catch up to Ben.
Once they were well out of earshot, Able peered at Neel. “Didn’t you tell him too much? Do you trust him?”
Neel laughed. “He is more trustworthy than any other Warishian you are likely to meet. I think our Trak impressed him quite a bit.”
~
“What do you think of Neel Cardswallow, my love?” Asem said when they began threading their way through the tent city towards Mozira.
“I wish he were on our side. Handsome, but not as dashing as you, my dear. Tortured, as well. You can tell that he has regularly drowned his sorrows. He is capable?”
“He is Honor Fidelia’s brother and nearly as powerful a magician as his son, to hear Honor tell of him. She didn’t mention his name, but I already knew. Nellus Fidelia. When his wife was killed, he swore off poses and power. Neel is rumored to be a vicious swordsman and I would imagine that he taught quite a bit to a younger Trak Bluntwithe.”
“Are you going to have him killed?”
Asem shook his head. “I am certain that we will need him nearly as much as his son before all of this is over.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Five
~
THE PLATFORM BEGAN TO WOBBLE AND STOOD STILL in the air before descending. Trak called out to Nullia. “What is going on?”
“I can’t maintain a pose while we are bucking to and fro,” she said, clutching the single pole on the platform in the descent below the treetops.
Trak couldn’t do a thing as it settled to the ground in a clearing. Tomio leapt off of the platform and helped Nullia down. Trak stepped out of the straps and couldn’t understand why their contraption stopped working.
“I didn’t change poses,” Trak said. “Did you do something?” He couldn’t help but scratch his head.
Nullia shook her head. “The lift pose is a stable spell. I’ve used it more times than I can count when I lived in Bitrium.”
The bushes shivered as oddly-dressed men and women soon surrounded them pointing arrows in their direction from very short double-curved bows. They spoke to each other in an unfamiliar language.
“Toryans,” Nullia gasped.
Trak looked down at the platform. “They have the ability to kill our spells from a distance, it seems.” He gazed up into the skies and then down at the ground. He hadn’t known of any spells that could project out so far, but then he had to admit there were a lot of things he didn’t know. Should he be afraid? From the look on Nullia and Tomio’s faces, he should.
“You are not welcome in these lands,” an older Toryan said in heavily accented Santasian. He looked to be Neel’s age.
“Do you speak Pestlan any better?” Nullia said in Pestlan.
The grim face turned a bit less hostile. “Colcanan?”
“We are sort of a mixed lot,” Trak said. “I’m a Pestlan, she’s from Colcan and Tomio is from Santasia. We are escapees from the Espozian Magicians Guild.”
“No guild member would be able to fly like you just did,” the Toryan said. He eyed them suspiciously. “You are not allowed in our lands.”
“According to whose laws?” Nullia said. Trak could see her face redden with anger.
“Ours. We live here, you don’t,” the man said. The others looked at him as if he led the band.
The Toryans were dressed in various shades of green, brown, and tan. They were a bit lighter complexioned than either Colcanans or Santasians and their facial and physical structure was blockier with slanted eyes. They reminded him a bit of Neel. 
“You have news of Espozia?” the leader said. His Pestlan was better than his command of Santasian.
“We were there two days ago.” Nullia looked around at the men and women surrounding them, while they repacked their belongings into something they could carry. 
The man eyed them with continued suspicion. “You flew from there?” His eyes narrowed.
Trak nodded. “Why have you taken us?”
“You are my prisoners and I see that I need to take you with me.”
Trak clamped his lips shut with frustration, but restrained taking any action. “Where is that?”
“South, to our capital.”
“Capital?” Trak said. He had always pictured Toryans as forest people living among the trees in rude huts and subsisting on whatever the forest gave them. How could they have a capital? “How many Toryans are there?”
The leader glared at Trak. “Not for you to know. All three of you are magicians? What are your Santasian ranks?” 
Trak considered not telling the man anything, but Nullia spoke up. “I am a Purple, as is the boy. The other, Tomio, is a dark Yellow, if you know what the colors mean.”
The leader looked them over, posed, and then closed his eyes. He opened them and gave Trak a curious look, but returned his eyes towards Nullia. “The boy is stronger than you. As strong as any among us. We will guide you south, but you will have to agree to have one of your arms bound at your side. You will not like the alternative.”
Nullia nodded her head. “I agree.” 
Tomio bowed his head in submission, and Trak wondered if he should, but then he wouldn’t want his two companions to suffer for his actions, so he ducked his head as well. Trak didn’t even think about escaping since the Toryans could use their weapons, magical or physical. “I would rather walk free, but I understand. We won’t be able to carry our burdens very well.”
“We will take care of them. Follow me.”
The group of ten Toryans and the three ex-guild members walked north to a rough encampment. The leader had them bound and let them sit while the band broke their camp. They put their tents, supplies and the guild members’ packs into five large bags. One of the women struck a pose and said a word that Trak couldn’t understand, and the bags rose three feet into the air. 
Five of the Toryans took bags, towing them behind them. Trak noticed that a stout pole hung down from each bag and dragged on the ground. That would restrain the bags from swinging to and fro while they walked.
They headed south and passed back through the glade where they had landed. It seemed that Trak’s idea hadn’t been the first to use levitation to carry things. What other uses would the Toryans have developed for magic? 
Trak couldn’t discern a trail, but he could sense that they headed in the same direction no matter how dense or lightly-forested the path. He stumbled a few times, but recovered easily enough. Nullia fell more than once, so Trak eventually held her hand to give them both better stability. It seemed to help. Tomio walked just fine and didn’t say a word.
On they walked. The Toryans didn’t respond to their questions, but did they didn’t treat them badly. When they took a break from their hike in another pleasant little meadow, their captors gave them some kind of dried grain and fruit mix and as much water as they needed. Trak asked Nullia what she knew about the Toryan race, but he quickly found that she knew no more than what they had just observed.
The sky had begun to darken when they stopped to put up a simple camp. The Toryans built a lean-to shelter from tree and bush branches. The older Toryan man helped them with their blankets. Everyone had more of the dried grain mix and more water for an evening meal and went to bed not much later than sunset.
They awoke to a dark, misty morning. The Toryans gave them pouches of the grain mix and skins of water. “Eat up. This is all you will have until evening,” the leader said.
By the time Trak and Tomio disassembled the lean-to, with their arms still bound, the rest of the camp had been cleared and they resumed their journey. His captors kept up a steady pace, just slow enough to allow Nullia to keep up. 
Trak examined their clothes and equipment. The clothes were neatly sewn, although obviously crafted for heavy use with thick cloth and leather patches at high-wear points. They wore boots that had metal latches rather than shoelaces. The bows were made of multi-layered strips of wood. Trak wondered how they would shoot, but he didn’t really want to find out.
He had expected savages roaming the forests in patched animal pelts with wild hair and paint on their faces. That’s how Able had described them when he grew up. He never recalled such tales from Neel, but the rest of Able’s friends would scare him. These people were much different. They weren’t friendly, but they seemed civilized, and that struck Trak as very much at odds with what he had always perceived as general knowledge. He ached to talk to Nullia or Tomio about it, but whenever he tried an extended conversation with one of his fellow magicians, a Toryan nudged him with one of their walking staffs.
The trail they followed was barely better than a game trail, but the woods weren’t overgrown, so they had little trouble walking with one arm bound to their side. Trak fell into the rhythm of the hike. If he weren’t bound and under constant guard, Trak could really enjoy the journey. They didn’t feel mistreated, since the Toryans ate the same trail food that they were given that morning.
Just before midday, a scout ran up to the leader and excitedly said something to him. Another soon followed, coming from another direction. The messages caused an uproar. The levitated carriers were dropped, and the Toryans began to shove supplies into their packs. 
The leader came up to them, looking rather distressed. “We have walked into the middle of a Kandannan military column and have managed to become surrounded. Hopefully a few of us will make it through to warn others of this incursion. They have magicians hiding their movements, that’s why we didn’t detect them. I will continue to escort you, but there is a likelihood of capture.” 
“I can help you fight them,” Trak said. “I’m good with a sword and with spells.”
The man looked at Trak for a moment and shook his head. “How do I know you won’t turn on me the minute I loosen your bonds? You’ve just told me you’re a dangerous young man.”
Trak could only stammer a weak reply and eventually fell silent under the Toryan’s stern gaze. Trak was a dangerous man and he really didn’t know what he’d do. He felt embarrassed at his inability to come up with an argument to convince the Toryan.
By the time Trak ran out of protestations, only four Toryans guarded Trak, Nullia and Tomio. The others had disappeared into the forest. The bundles were retied and levitated, and they continued along the trail.
Nullia and Tomio looked as nervous as Trak felt. The nearly-pleasant stroll had turned into an anxious march. The leader’s face looked grim as he often stopped to look around. They walked through a rock fall and turned a corner, confronting a group of Kandannan soldiers. Tomio turned around and ran, but a soldier skewered his back with an arrow, and he fell onto the dirt trail, motionless. 
Nullia wailed and Trak stood speechless, as the Toryans were fully bound. Trak had rarely seen death, and the scene reminded him of the near-fatality of Malena on his escape from Espozia the first time. Life in Greenbrook helping at his father’s inn never seemed more appealing. He lost his breath, when he gazed at Tomio’s body once more. He glared at the soldier, who glared back after he had notched another arrow into his bow.
The Toryan leader looked at the soldier and Trak and said, “Don’t do anything, or you’ll get us all killed.” He spoke to a soldier who wore a more ornate uniform than the others. Trak couldn’t understand the discussion that went on in a different language than the one the leader spoke to his band. It must have been Kandannan.
The Kandannans led them further up the path to a large meadow littered with about twenty or thirty tall conical tents with rings about a third of the way down that seemed to add more headroom. After taking in the scene, all Trak could think about was Tomio’s body left to rot in the middle of the path.
The Toryans and the two magicians were tied up more securely with rope and led into one of the tents. The soldiers pushed them down onto the floor, made of the trampled grass of the meadow. Trak couldn’t help but scowl at the abrupt changes in his life in the past few weeks. He had saved and then lost Valanna Almond, escaped from the Magician’s Guild for the second time, been caught by the Toryans, which was what he intended to have happen, but then the Kandannan army had caught them, and he saw a traveling companion die. He just curled into a ball as much as his bindings would allow and closed his eyes.
He woke up in darkness. Someone had nudged him in the ribs. No one said anything, so it must not have been a Kandannan soldier. He struggled to a sitting position and could make out shapes, humps of darkness in the tent.
“Don’t do anything stupid like your friend.” Trak recognized the accented voice of the Toryan leader. The man took a moment to sit up like Trak. He leaned over and continued to speak softly. “We will be freed soon enough, if we are patient. I am sure some of my people made it away safely.”
“Aren’t you concerned that they might shoot us dead, like Tomio?” Trak felt anger bubble up inside of him, but he tried to keep his voice low, like the Toryan.
“If he hadn’t bolted, he’d be snoring next to you. You do snore, if you didn’t already know.” Somehow the older man found his comment humorous and gave Trak a smile. “Kandannans know better than to kill a Toryan in our forests. They will likely bring one of their wizards to question us in the morning on Santasian movements.” 
Trak could barely make out the white teeth of the Toryan. It was hardly the time or place to banter. “I know,” he said, scowling. “If your people are near, I can get us out of these bonds.”
Did Trak detect a shrug in the darkness? “So? We wait before we pounce and pounce we will, once we are freed.”
It sounded to Trak like this had happened before to the Toryans. “Won’t your enemy be expecting something?”
He heard the hints of a chuckle in the Toryan’s whisper. “Don’t worry. We have our own ways. I fear that you and the lady will be subject to harsher interrogation than I. Prepare yourself to tell the truth.”
Trak shrugged in the darkness. What did he know? Nothing, other than a description of what had gone on in Espozia. He had no one to protect on either side of the fight. The thought made him a bit relieved. 
He lay back down and went to sleep. A nudge woke him, and Trak looked up into the eyes of a soldier. 
“Up!” his captor said in Santasian. Maybe the soldier knew only a few Santasian words. Trak struggled to his feet. A few of the others slept, but Trak nodded to the Toryan leader as he left. Nullia still slept. 
The sun had barely made it into the tops of the trees. The soldier pushed Trak towards the back of the camp. Soldiers were just beginning to stir in the crisp early-morning air.
He ended up standing in front of a man dressed in a hoodless dark red robe with a high collar, sat in a camp chair watching the beginnings of a fire. He slowly raised his eyes to Trak. The man had thick, curly dark hair with skin a shade or two duskier than a typical Santasian and more like Asem’s skin tone. His eyes were dark, almost black, and his lips were full, which contrasted with his short soft-looking nose. 
Trak looked around and saw a similar cast to the features of the soldiers around him. Another robed man stood behind the seated magician.
“Do you like what you see?” the man said with more than a hint of sarcasm. He looked more bemused than anything after speaking in Santasian.
“I don’t know exactly who I’m looking at. You are an enemy?”
The man looked impatiently out at the camp. “I am Gamaru, a magician of Kandanna. You are a Pestlan? Kandanna is not yet at war with your country. Why are you here?”
“I escaped from Espozia with two magicians from their guild. We made our way south through the foothills to stay away from either side of the Santasian civil war. Toryans caught us and we were bound. Your soldiers will verify that. Nothing else to say.”
“Except that the Toryans bound all three of you as magicians, therefore you are a magician.”
Trak’s heart beat quickly. His bindings had not been removed, but Trak knew how to remove the ropes and probably sink every person in the meadow into a deep sleep as a result. Would it be worth it? The Toryan said his people would be there soon to save them. He bit his lip and continued to think.
“I was a Yellow at the Guild, as was Tomio, who your people killed,” he said.
The man looked at Trak with a bit more hostility. “You are not bound by their absorption oath? How could you three bring yourselves to escape?”
Trak shook his head. “The oath doesn’t necessarily make you a slave. The Magician’s Guild has split into two factions. You probably know that.”
The narrowed eyes of the man betrayed that knowledge. “So you are sympathizers of the Reactionaries?”
So Dalistro had become a Reactionary? Trak shook his head. “We are heading south towards Colcan.” His head began to ache just a bit. “The woman is from Colcan and wishes to return.”
“What about you?” He looked a little too intently at Trak for comfort.
“I’m going with her.” His head began to hurt. He shook it to make the pain go away.
The man standing behind his interrogator shifted his position. 
“A truth spell,” Gameru said. “You did rather well, but you aren’t going to Colcan. Gameru’s assistant assumed the truth pose again and muttered the key word. “Now where are you going?”
He didn’t exactly feel trapped, but he didn’t like having to tell the truth to keep his head from hurting. His evasiveness didn’t trigger the spell, however. He’d have to remember that.
“I intended to seek refuge among the Toryans. I learned how to evade the Absorption spell and want nothing to do with your war with Santasia.”
“We will see.” The Kandannan assumed the pose of the Absorption spell and intoned it.
Trak fell to the ground and shut his eyes. His head hurt worse than the truth spell, but he forced his eyes open and smiled, painfully. “I guess I’m now immune,” he said before he fainted.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Six
~
ASEM SWIRLED THE WINE AROUND IN A CLEAR CRYSTAL GOBLET as he looked at the Dalistro father and son. “Trak is lost to you, I think.”
Misson nodded. “Perhaps. Now that we’ve found that he has escaped from the Guild, I have reached a similar conclusion. I suspect he might be headed to Kizru.” He put his finger down on the map that separated them on the table. “We don’t know exactly where it is, but the magician that contacted my agent in Ozitza said that Trak hadn’t once spoken about joining us.”
“We could use such a talent when we retake Espozia,” the elder Dalistro said. He took a sip from his own goblet. “He is unique.”
“More unique than you know,” Asem said “However, there probably isn’t a better place for him to stay right now, if he can make it to Kizru intact.” In fact, among all of them, they had already concurred that Trak might refuse to join them in the retaking of Espozia. He looked again at his wine. Too bad. With the boy’s help, they could avoid a lot of bloodshed, but then Asem didn’t know much about the Kandannans, and the Dalistros knew less than Asem felt prudent. There were already reports of Kandannans on the Santasian side of the mountains. 
“The Toryans will not permit Kandannan forces to freely pass through their lands. That has been the case for centuries,” Garono said.
Misson nodded. “I agree. Whatever you think about the power of Kandanna magic, I am told that it will pale if the Toryans are drawn into the fight.”
“Then why not enlist them to our cause?” Asem said. The solution seemed easy. If two factions were after the same result, the elimination of the Kandannan forces, they could find grounds for an alliance.
Misson chuckled. “If we tried to invade Kandanna, Santasia would meet the same fate. It has happened before.”
“An independent buffer state. How interesting and how fortunate for the both of you. The Toryans have probably prevented many wars over the years, since they don’t invade the lands on either side.”
“They don’t,” Misson said. “The Toryans are fiercely independent. They have maintained their neutrality, or I should say enforced it for centuries. If they wanted to take over either country, I have no doubts that they could. I went to Kizru once.” He looked down at the map. “It’s somewhere in the South, but I couldn’t point to it on a map. Visitors enter their capital city blindfolded and I was days without seeing as we traveled from the Dianzan road. All I could tell was that we didn’t go over a pass, so the city is on the Santasian side of the mountains.” His finger drew a large circle on the eastern slopes of the mountains that separated Santasia from Kandanna.
“So there is nothing more you can do but hope Ben is persuasive. Your efforts must focus on heading north,” Asem said. 
“We will leave a force on the edge of the western forest in case the Kandannans are successful. Any ideas would be welcome, since you have both agreed to help us retake our city,” Misson said as he lifted his wine glass in a salute.
~
Trak woke up in the tent with some of his bindings off. The others still had ropes around their arms and chests. A tray of bread and a pitcher and wooden cups had been laid by the center pole of the tent. He poured out a cup and swallowed as much of the awful, watered beer as he could and then spit the rest out of his mouth. He knew he had to eat and drink to maintain some energy, but the Kandannans didn’t give them much in the way of sustenance. 
Nullia still lay down, groggy from her meeting with Gamaru. He had eliminated the wizard’s Absorption spell when she returned to the tent. He had to assume that Nullia had told Gameru everything. The Toryan leader was still under questioning. 
Trak looked out of the open tent flap at the soldiers passing by. Now that he had the time, he noticed that he had never seen uniforms like theirs before with maroon tabards and peaked conical helmets woven from thick black metal wire.
Their swords were thicker and curved even more than the Warishian-style blade that Asem had carried with him. Trak wondered about the balance. His Santasian weapons teacher, Gio, had never displayed a Kandannan sword in his collection of weapons. They lacked the reach of a Santasian sword, but in close quarters, he imagined the Kandannan short sword could be rather effective.
Inside the tent, the other Toryans remained clustered in their little group of three, neither helping nor hindering them. They weren’t very friendly and refused to speak with Nullia or Trak, even while Trak fed them the beerish swill and the bread. 
They started when a Kandannan soldier pushed their leader into the tent. He looked like he had been beaten up. The man said something in the Toryan language to his fellow Toryans before he turned to Nullia and to Trak.
“I’ll have something to drink, thank you,” he said. Trak complied with his request. The Toryan had no problem downing a full cup of awful swill. He broke some bread apart and put it in the man’s mouth. He looked at Trak and nodded. “You are a better fellow than I had expected.”
Trak blanched at his comment. “What did you expect?”
“A conceited twit. All young magicians I have met before are, if they are powerful, and you convinced Gamaru that you are powerful indeed. He doesn’t believe you are a Yellow.”
The blood rushed into Trak’s neck and he blushed. “I was a Yellow. I didn’t lie to him, but he didn’t ask what my current rank was.”
“And what is your rank?” The Toryan asked.
“He is a deep purple, probably black,” Nullia said as she managed a sitting position. “Feed me, Trak,” she said.
The Toryan’s eyebrows rose. “Black, eh? So you want to go to Kizru? Gamaru was very free with his information, until…”
Suddenly Trak knew what the Toryan had done. “Until he realized that you made him tell you the truth, and then they beat you up! You’re immune to the Absorption spell.”
The man nodded and gave Trak a knowing smile. “You are no dummy,” he said. “If you were a Colcan, you might even qualify as an Innovator, for you must be immune, as well.”
Trak blushed again. “I am, just. I have had good mentors.”
“We will have to talk further, but right now, you need to loosen our bonds.”
The thought of untying his fellow captives hadn’t even crossed Trak’s mind. He looked at his free hand and then went to work.
~
The men around the table all turned their heads to look at Valanna when Misson introduced her to Garono Dalistro’s staff. She wanted to bolt from the room after enduring the glares of disapproval from enough of them to make her offer to attend the meeting a bad, bad idea. 
“Valanna is in the unique position of being a powerful magician and not of the Guild,” Misson said.
She looked at Bonigo, the master of the Moziran Magician’s Guild for some level of support. He had proven to be an ally, rather than an enemy. The man gave her a nod and the ghost of a smile. That was enough to lessen the tension that she felt. Asem put his hand over hers and patted it a few times before withdrawing. Kulara would be watching his every move.
Misson continued. “She will travel with Prince Asem and a small regiment of my father’s forces heading northward closer to the coast, gathering arms and men as they move north and then west towards Espozia, ultimately heading into the city from the Estian side.”
“The bulk of the Guild will travel with protecting forces from the west. We will need to be strongest as an overall force as we move up through the central plains of Santasia.”
“What about Riotro?” said a man dressed in a fancy uniform.
“Perhaps we can handle him wherever he shows up.” The voice in the back was vigorous with a marked accent. Valanna looked back at Asem. His presence in the forces against Riotro gave her some comfort. He promised that she wouldn’t be impressed into the Magician’s Guild after the Loyalists put the insurrection down. Together with Misson’s similar promise, she felt that she could use her magic safely.
“We can’t count on retrieving the Bluntwithe boy,” Misson said, “so we will have to make do with the magicians that we have with us. My father has sent a contingent to seek an alliance with the Toryans. We can’t depend on them to help us either, but if the Toryans are neutral, they will still keep the Kandannans from joining with Riotro.”
Valanna eyed Asem, who nodded in agreement. He looked grimmer than at any time since he had left Balbaam. That sent a chill down her spine. This war was no laughing matter. She thought of their previous incursion into Santasia to rescue Trak as an adventure. This civil war didn’t represent an adventure but a serious war where many would be killed. She only hoped that somehow at the end of it, she could reunite with Trak. She strongly felt that they needed to talk.
~
“We are closing in on another party up ahead,” Able Bluntwithe said. He grabbed a stick from the side of the road and stirred up the tracks and looked up at the surrounding forest. “A few hours maybe? If we ride in darkness, we can catch them tonight.” He shivered. “I don’t like riding at night.”
“I’ll have to make a magic light, then,” Neel said. He hadn’t used magic since Galinda died, but he’d be back amongst the Toryans and couldn’t hide his ability to use magic from them. “What do the tracks say?”
“A Santasian-style horseshoe and two I’m not sure of.”
Neel looked over Able’s large shoulder. “Colcanan. They use that zigzag nail pattern. I would guess it is Honor and Rasia with Ben. They’d be safer if I was there when the Toryans capture them.”
They mounted again, after downing some provisions, and headed west again. As the dusk turned to darkness, Neel stopped them. He stood, silent for a bit, and then took a deep breath. 
“Take two long branches and hold them out.”
Able found two long sticks and pointed them at Neel.
“I didn’t think I’d be doing this, ever again.” He struck a pose and created a fireball and then attached it to the end of the stick and used another pose to fix it.
“Won’t it burn the stick?”
Neel couldn’t resist curling his mouth into a smile. “Magic…” He snapped his fingers. “We do the other, and then we’re off!” He repeated the pose and the power word and held the two magical torches while Able mounted. Once they held their lights, Neel nodded to Able. “These should stay lit until I use a power word to extinguish them. Hopefully, Honor and Ben will recognize the color of the flames and won’t try to defend the group.”
Their ride continued. Neel wondered about the stamina of his horse and that of Able’s until he saw a flickering light up ahead. They rode into a little camp to see Honor and Ben just getting up from sitting at the campfire.
“That is you,” Ben said, narrowing his eyes and staring intently at Neel. “You haven’t aged as gracefully as I would have hoped.” The older mentor turned his head and called out. “You can come out Rasia.”
A tall woman dressed as a scout came out from the trees, an arrow still nocked in the bowstring. “This is?”
“My half-brother,” Honor said. She didn’t bother to greet Neel. “Able Bluntwithe?”
“I am. Haven’t seen you since you first set up your shop in Pestledown.” 
“It looks like just about everyone knows me,” Neel said.
“Nellus Fidelia,” Rasia said. “You’ve changed. I remember meeting you when I was a young girl in Bitrium. I’m Rasia Menta”
The woman didn’t seem familiar to Neel, but looked fit and a bit cold-hearted, which made her much less appealing. He expected she knew her job well. She didn’t look like a magician. “Are you in the Bitrium guard?” he asked.
“Scout,” Honor said. “She escorted us out of Bitrium. Ben and I are likely exiled, although I’m not eager to find out.”
“That makes four of us,” Neel said. “They don’t know Able.” He looked at his friend. “We’ve come to help you convince the Toryans to keep from allying themselves with the Kandannans.”
Ben sat back down and motioned for the rest to do the same. Able continued to stand. “I’ll take care of our horses.” He looked around and located other horses.
Neel’s eyes scanned the forest. “We’ll be found soon enough, especially if we stick to this road, which I recommend. The Toryans are skittish enough about visitors.”
“You should know,” Ben said. “You’re half-Toryan.”
~
Finally night had come to the Kandannan camp. Trak and the Toryan scout leader had devised a strategy to escape. Unfortunately, there wasn’t such a thing as an invisibility spell that helped in the dark, but they felt it worth the risk to levitate and use a wind spell to fly away from the camp.
“We’ll just have to take the risk that Gamaru can’t dissipate your spell. We can always keep chanting the spell until we are out of his range.”
Trak’s eyebrows went up. “There is a range to that spell?”
The Toryan leader squinted his eyes and looked away. A moment later he said, “Less than fifty paces. We generally use it to lower all our carriers at once. Your spell was just at the limit of my range.” He looked at Trak. “Now you know how to escape from me.”
It didn’t matter since he wanted to go to Kizru, so he just shrugged. He looked up at the tent. “We can shred the fabric of the tent and then Nullia can get us up in the air. It’s a simple wind spell that will provide the direction… I just face in the opposite direction. I’ll need to stand on someone’s shoulders to make the pose.” He smiled at the leader. “Is that acceptable to you?”
The man jerked his head, “It is. Let’s not waste any time. I will shred the tent, then we all grasp on to the tent pole. Nullia does her spell and since you are adept with wind, you move us in that direction.” He pointed south and a little west.
“What are we waiting for?” Nullia said as she assumed the lift pose.
Their escape happened quite quickly. The shreds of fabric fell around them while Nullia took them high up into the air and then Trak did the rest. He could tell that no one was comfortable flying so high in the air, just clutching on to the thin pole, so when the Toryan said they had gone far enough, Nullia used the spell to descend and they gradually descended, touching down in a field. As they hit the ground, they all fell into a heap. 
Trak laughed with relief as they disentangled from each other.
“We will make a camp of sorts here,” the leader said. He led him twenty paces or so from camp and had Trak sit on a fallen log. 
“Now tell me your story,” the Toryan said in Pestlan.
Trak didn’t know what kind of tale the man expected. “I’m not sure I know what you want me to tell you.”
“You are the son of Nellus Fidelia, are you not?”
The name didn’t mean anything to Trak for a moment, but then he remembered Honor using Neel’s Colcanan name. How did this man know that? He hadn’t known of a pose that would give a magician parentage information. Should he tell this man? Would the admission be harmful to Trak and his friend?
“Why do you need to know?”
The man squinted at Trak, obviously thinking of a reply. “I can escort you and your friend to the East and the edge of our lands and let you go, or I can kill you, or I can take you to our capital city. I will only take the son of Nellus Fidelia to our city.”
Put that way, Trak didn’t have much of a choice. “My father was Nellus Fidelia, although he now goes by the name Neel Cardswallow. How can you tell I’m related?”
His captor chuckled. “You Pestlans and your last names.” He shook his head and continued, “I used a spell that gauges the flow of magic through your body. Toryans channel magic differently from other races. Nellus is part Toryan, one of the very few. We know he married a Pestlan woman some time ago, and any issue would be about your age. You have Toryan, Pestlan, and Colcan power channels within your body, a very unique combination. It is logical to assume that you have a mixed parentage, and Nellus Fidelia is the only person I know who could have sired you.”
“Don’t Toryans and Colcanans have offspring?”
The man shook his head. “Only once in generations is there issue between Toryans and humans. Nellus Fidelia was the only living mixed breed that I know of and now there is you. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
Trak shook his head.
His captor shrugged. “Just as well. I am sure the Elders would like to test your strength. If you promise not to flee, I can let you walk unbound, for the journey is not easy.” He looked Trak in the eye.
“I can speak for myself, but not for Nullia. I won’t flee. I’m not sure what my companion will want to do. The woman would likely return to Colcan.”
“My name is Tembul, and you are?”
“I was given the name Trak Bluntwithe.”
“Trak, then. We use first names, unless we are in a very formal situation. I will send my scouts east with the woman. They will protect her until she is safely on her way to Gorinza. We know that the counter-rebellion is headquartered there, so she can join her other magicians, unless she wishes to return to Colcan. We will feed ourselves and you can tell me of yourself while we walk to Kizru, our capital.”
Trak filled Nullia in on part of his conversation with Tembul, leaving out the discussion of his heritage. “I think it is best if we split up. I can’t go back to Santasia or Colcan,” Trak said.
Nullia nodded her head in agreement. “I don’t need to return to Colcan and will agree to go to Gorinza to help take Espozia back.” 
“I wish I could join you, but I think my path is intended to be different. Good luck to you,” he said to Nullia as she left.
After a simple meal of a gruel made from the same grain mix they were able to take with them when they escaped, Trak walked alone with Tembul. He felt exposed, but then he felt that he didn’t have any choice but to move ahead. He decided that he dreaded working with the Magicians Guild, even the Moziran one and Nullia promised that she would get word to Valanna of his survival.
He followed the Toryan as they walked through the forest. Trak wondered at how Tembul could find always find his way. Soon they confronted a large group of Toryans. These were dressed quite differently from the scouts, with linked chain armor and wicked-looking weapons of unfamiliar design, and these looked more like conventional soldiers for a race that Trak had always thought were forest dwellers.
He estimated that there were a few thousand men filing past as Tembul talked in the Toryan language to a man, obviously dressed as an officer. He saw units of scouts, dressed more like Tembul, march along with the uniformed, heavily-armed soldiers.
“I’ll take you to Kizru rather than join my fellow soldiers,” Tembul said. “It is unacceptable to let the Kandannans invade our territory.” A few of the scouts joined Trak alongside the dwindling column, now a line of men pulling along floating platforms loaded with supplies.
“How many magicians are in that force?” Trak said.
Tembul laughed. “All of them have some ability, but maybe a tenth I would categorize as magicians. They are proud to be fighting, magical power or not.”
The Toryans had quite a force, but how effective could they actually be, fighting along such a large front from Norland in the North to Colcan in the South? “Do you rely on scouts to see if there are invaders?”
“There are only two suitable passes for men and supplies between Santasia and Kandanna. We just have to monitor the edges of the passes. This army was stationed not far from here. I’m glad we had enough scouts escape from the Kandannans to get our men into the fight. Any person who carries a weapon and strays into our country will be retained.”
Trak put his hand at his waist and realized that he had no weapon. The Toryans could do little to stop him if he was able to strike a pose while he walked unbound. The last of the force had left Tembul and Trak standing by an empty path.
“Let’s go,” Tembul said.
Trak wondered why they didn’t tie him up. He still wondered when he went to sleep. When he woke again, he found himself on one of the floating platforms, now a litter for his body. They had put him to sleep for the entire trip to Kizru, for he rose up on the pallet looking at the white stone walls of a large city. He seemed to be in the midst of a column of people walking and towing other pallets, heading on a paved road towards the city.
“Ah, you have awakened,” Tembul said, as he walked up from farther back of the column.
“You could have told me,” Trak said. “I wouldn’t have tried anything.”
“Now, neither of us has to worry about what you might have done or what you might have seen. You can see the walls of Kizru before you. We will stop once we are inside, and then you can move on your own again.”
“What will you do to me?” Trak said.
“Take you to our king and he will decide. I wouldn’t worry too much.”
Trak gazed upon the city walls. Ornamental designs of swirls and lines ran in horizontal bands between section of smooth stones rising fifty feet or more to the top, allowing someone to climb right up the wall. Crenellations of various heights on the top of the walls seemed more decorative than functional.
They passed underneath an unguarded gate. Tracks ran from huge slots in the wall where the city gates must close, he thought. The city looked much different from Bitrium in Colcan or Pestledown. Other than a wide verge of close-cropped grass about one hundred paces out from the wall, nothing existed on the outside. Trak could actually feel the age of the wall. It seemed rather new, no more than a century or so. 
People dressed in bright colors with a large variation in styles. The energy of the people stunned him. These didn’t seem like members of a reclusive race. He could barely believe the difference between the Toryan ebullience and the Colcan dourness. Tembul’s demeanor hadn’t reflected the vitality of the Toryans in the city. The reality contrasted sharply with his inner bias. Even Tembul’s serious demeanor seemed to lighten up on the city’s streets.
“This is Kizru?” Trak said. “I expected something different.”
Tembul laughed. “Good! We have spent much time and effort making sure that the world thought something different. Toryans don’t want the world to spoil our lives as they nearly did in the past, so we are happy recluses.”
“The soldiers didn’t seem that happy,” Trak said.
“That’s the effort I meant. Why would they be happy outside our great city? It lightens my heart to step inside Kizru’s walls.” Tembul spread his arms out and then helped Trak from the pallet. 
He could barely walk. “How long was I kept asleep?”
Tembul put a finger to his lips. “Secret. You will not know until you are trusted.”
Trak wondered what would convince the Toryans to give him such trust while he concentrated on keeping up with Tembul. He was out for more than a day, if his stiffness was an indicator. He saw children, but not as many in other cities. Perhaps the Toryans had difficulties having offspring. Tembul had said that Neel resulted from a Colcan-Toryan marriage and that there were few children born.
“Not many children,” Trak ventured. He looked closely at Tembul for reaction to his assertion.
“No. We are not a fertile people. Just enough children to carry on. We treasure each and every one.” He smiled and patted the head of a little girl, playing close by in the street. 
Trak walked on observing the faces of the people. He saw few frowns, although they did exist, and he even noticed an argument at a market stall. That made him feel better, for some reason.
His stomach began to grumble. “Could I get something to eat? I don’t have any money, though. The Kandannans took that,” Trak said.
Tembul nodded his head. “Don’t worry. We will go to the palace and change our clothes and eat our fill before we meet with the king.” The Toryan dismissed the scouts that had accompanied them. They shouldered the belongings that they had managed to escape with and headed for the tallest building in the city.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
~
NEEL WOKE WITH TWO TORYANS POINTING ARROWS at him. Honor, Able, Ben and Rasia still slept, but were likewise covered by Toryans. 
“We come in peace,” Neel said in Toryan. His two captors’ eyes widened at a stranger speaking their language. “I am Nellus Fidelia and am half-Toryan.” He sat up as the men looked at each other and lowered their bows.
“Our leader isn’t here yet. Wake up your companions. Don’t strike any poses.”
Neel nodded. He would wake up Rasia first, since she would be the most belligerent. He thought that he should move slowly so he wouldn’t give the Toryans any reason to attack. Rasia’s sword lay at her side. Neel slowly moved it away, and then shook her shoulder gently.
“There are Toryans among us!” she cried out as her eyes shot open. 
“Pointing arrows at us all,” Neel said as he saw her hand move to where her sword had been. “No swordplay, at least not right now, Rasia. I’d rather travel to Kizru unbound.”
Able, Honor and Ben now sat up looking at the Toryans surrounding them.
“Are they going to kill us?” Able said, his eyes darting from Toryan to Toryan.
Neel laughed. “No. They will end up escorting us all. I don’t quite know the way to Kizru, even though I was raised there.”
Honor made a face. They never were very close as brother and sister, having different mothers. His mother’s and his father’s families always treated Neel as an unwanted oddity.
“Is that true?” Rasia said.
He nodded. “My Toryan uncle escorted me to Colcan when I was ten years old. Luckily, my father accepted me, although my step-mother never did.”
“I accepted you, well enough,” Honor said.
The Toryans looked a little confused. Neel wondered if they spoke Pestlan and laughed again. “A little family squabble. When will your leader arrive?” Neel hoped his Toryan was still up to the task. He hadn’t spoken the language in decades.
“Now.” A man stepped from the forest, speaking in Pestlan. “You are all Colcanans, I see, except for you.” The leader lifted his chin at Able and turned to Neel. “Nellus Fidelia. I had nearly forgotten your story. Do you seek to reunite with your Toryan family? I doubt if they want to see you after all these years.”
Neel blinked slowly as he turned his gaze to the man. “I seek my son who might be headed to Kizru.”
Ben looked astonished. “I didn’t know Trak had escaped from the Guild.”
“He has, and I can’t think of anywhere he would go except through Toryan lands to stay out of Santasia. That’s the thinking, anyway,” Neel said. He looked at the Toryan leader. “The rest of us wish to discuss the political situation with your leaders. The Kandannans are uniting with the Espozian guild master. The Santasian Loyalist government seeks your help.”
The leader snorted. “They aren’t likely to get it, but I will take you to Kizru. Our capital city’s location is unknown, so you will have to agree to be put to sleep as we travel.”
Rasia made a threatening gesture, but Ben put his hand on her arm. “We agree. This is a matter of utmost importance.”
Neel didn’t much care to travel all the way to Kizru. He wasn’t unconscious when he left Kizru as a young boy, so he had the impression that they weren’t that far away from the city. “Give us an hour to prepare and we’ll be off. I want a full stomach, if I’m going to have to travel while sleeping.” He bowed his head to the leader.
Rasia scowled, but Ben put his hand on her shoulder. “If it’s the only way for us to get to our destination,” she said. Rasia looked at Neel and Honor and still scowled.
~
“Not far now,” Tembul said. 
As they went around a corner, Trak entered a massive flower-filled square with a large white palace behind. It certainly rivaled any building he had seen in Pestle, Colcan, or Santasia, although there was an Espozian church that came closer than anything else. Trak had never seen such architecture. The palace seemed to be molded of sand with curves and few straight angles. It gave a much different feeling than the dark sterile towers of Bitrium. “Our destination?”
Tembul nodded to someone behind him and Trak blacked out.
~
He woke in a large room. People stood around him, but Trak’s mind still rebelled from whatever spell the Toryans had used. His vision cleared, but he suspected that he dreamed, since Ben, Neel, Able, and Honor sat around him.
Ben leaned over and looked closely into Trak’s eyes. He looked angry. “Imagine, using a battle spell on the poor boy to knock him out. I’d like to get my hands on the idiot that did that!”
Battle spell? Trak blinked the haze away in his mind. “Am I dreaming?” he said.
Neel leaned back on a chair at a table. “If you are, I wish you’d wake up. We are all confined to this room.” 
Trak sat up. This wasn’t a dream. He stood up and ran his hands down Neel’s arms and blinked some more. “How did you get here?”
“On a horse, most of the way,” Rasia said, walking into his vision. She must have been leaning against the wall behind him. “For a few days, we were carried on litters, I imagine like deer being brought back from the hunt.” She spit on the wooden floor.
“All of you here! I just can’t believe it,” Trak said. He couldn’t repress a grin and hugged his two fathers, Honor, and Ben, but couldn’t bring himself to do the same for the Colcan scout.
They were in a barracks of some kind with bars over the windows, but the room didn’t feel like a jail cell. The walls were stone including the ceiling with large blocks laid over heavy beams. Beds lined the walls on opposite sides and his bed was next to a sitting area dominated by the long table. 
“Between all of us, the stone in this room shouldn’t stop us from escaping,” Trak said.
Honor’s eyebrows shot up and her hands went out. “Not here, not now, Trak. We have to be patient.”
The cobwebs were finally clearing up. Trak rubbed his hair and his eyes. “I’m sorry. I still feel like I’m dreaming. Is there something to drink?”
“I hope you like water,” Neel said, giving his son half a grin.
Trak laughed. “That’s a sobering thought,” he said, still very happy to see the people he loved, except he still missed Valanna.
“Indeed,” Able said as he poured Trak a cup of water from a pitcher on the table surrounded by a number of gaily-painted wooden cups. He could hear his own happiness echoed in his adopted father’s voice.
Ben took his chair and put it down by the long table, large enough for them all to be seated at once. It reminded Trak of the long tables in Able’s inn, The Blunted Sword. “We came here to convince the Toryans to keep the peace in the mountain boundaries between Kandanna and Santasia or join the loyalist faction of Santasia led by Garono Dalistro in fighting against Riotro.”
Trak drained the water cup. “I’m fine with that. Nullia, a magician named Tomio, and I were captured by the Toryans and then captured again by a Kandannan army unit before I came here. Tomio was killed by the Kandannans.” Trak thought about the main events of his escape. “Nullia left us, heading towards Gorinza.” He suddenly had a thought. “Garono made it safely to Nikia? What about Valanna?”
Ben smiled. “A delightful girl, perhaps a bit overwhelmed by the events. I saw her some in Mozira. She is quite pretty, so I can see how she charmed you. She asked about you, and I told her your story. I hope you don’t mind.”
Trak shook his head. “Mission probably told her all about me when she was with him.”
“Ben said she would help fight with the Loyalists,” Neel said.
“Good for her. So I save her, just to put her into a war.” Trak didn’t really know what to think about the situation with Valanna. He felt resentment to think that fate hadn’t wanted them together. “I’ll not be fighting for either side,” Trak said. “I feel like I’m cursed to be banished from everywhere I go.”
“I can’t disagree,” Honor said. “Unfortunately, I’ve been right there with you.”
Trak looked into Honor’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been a very good nephew, have I?”
“Since you are my only nephew, I have nothing to compare. You will have to exercise some patience, here in Kizru, I’m afraid.”
“I was cast out of Kizru when ten years old, Trak,” Neel said. “My mother died, and I guess they didn’t want a half-breed walking the streets, so they sent me back to my father in Colcan.”
“You didn’t live together as a family?”
Neel shook his head. “Just for my first two years, I was told, and I don’t really remember any of it. My father was sent to Kizru on a diplomatic mission and met my mother. He had to return to Bitrium to his other family.” Neel looked at Honor. “I joined them later.”
“But Ben said you spent time with the Toryans.”
“I did, but I lived in modest circumstances until my mother died. She worked at a weaver’s shop using her magic to move the loom. I was a half-breed in Colcan, as well, and not treated much better. I had prodigious magical talent, but not quite to your level—“
“But close enough to be an Innovator,” Ben said.
Neel nodded. “I felt stifled in Bitrium and left before I was twenty. I thought I could convince the Toryans to take me back in.” He looked down at the floor for a while. “I lived in the woods for six months, but I never returned to Kizru. They had had enough of me, and then they knocked me out and shipped me all the way to Nikia, where someone put me on a ship to Pestledown.”
“And then you met Galinda Youngblood,” Able said, finishing the story.
“Now we are back in Kizru. I am just glad that they didn’t kill me out of hand—”
“But if the Toryans don’t like half-breeds,” Trak said, “then, what am I?”
“None of us know that,” Ben said. “They’ve had enough opportunities to kill you, too.”
“I know. This place might be just as bad as Bitrium, if I have to watch my back all the time,” Trak said. He felt as if his life was balanced on the edge of a sword. His future might be decided by whatever the side of the bed the king of the Toryans got up on in the morning. He put his hands to his head and gripped his hair. “I’m sorry I put all of you into this mess.”
“You didn’t,” Able said. “We would be here even if you were still in Espozia.”
He lifted up his head. “That’s right. I’m less sorry then.” He managed a smile and poured another cup of water.
The door to their barracks opened. A fancily-dressed Toryan walked in, accompanied by four guards. His gaze landed on Trak.
“I’ll be taking the boy now that he is awake,” the man said in heavily-accented Pestlan.
~
Valanna looked at the woman who claimed to have known Trak in the Espozian Magician Guild. “So you think that Trak is going to survive?” she said, while she poured tea into four cups. The woman, Nullia, had finally accepted a room in the mansion at Misson’s insistence.
Nullia shrugged and took her cup and sipped. “I can’t tell you that. The Toryans are a fickle bunch. They sent me out of their lands as quickly as they could get rid of me. That’s how they protect themselves. No visitors at any time. I didn’t sense any hostility towards Trak, however.”
The woman’s story seemed right. Bonigo, the leader of the Moziran guild vouched for the woman’s identity. Everyone seemed happy to have another Purple join the ranks. Nullia’s insistence on a guarantee not to be absorbed again gave her credibility in Valanna’s eyes.
Asem cleared his throat. “Can you teach Valanna some battle skills?” He looked over towards his wife. “You never did learn any, did you, Kulara?”
Kulara shook her head to the negative, but Valanna didn’t believe it. She thought Kulara was the one who wanted to learn new battle poses. Asem never ceased to amaze her. He was sneaky and furtive when he wanted to be and as honest as the day is long on other matters. Right now, Valanna would rather have Kulara learn all of the battle skills, so she could stay behind in Mozira and learn to bake bread or clean or something other than kill other people.
“It’s not a matter of battle skills, Prince Asem. It is a matter of applying what you know with deadly force,” Nullia said.
Valanna thought of her wind spell and the threats she had made with it. Nullia was absolutely correct. She compared magic to fire. It could be used to help or to hinder. Kulara knew more than enough to hurt people. Her mind went back to the magician fight in Sunbeam’s restaurant in Gorinza. Fireballs flew back and forth. She rubbed her arm where her burns had healed. Part of her forearm might even be slightly mottled from the fight for the rest of her life. 
The Purple magician rubbed her upper arms, showing some anxiety. “I will give her instruction into the theory of application of magic as a deadly force. If she needs to know another pose or two, I will provide such instruction. I could do so when we start out tomorrow, but Senior Dalistro wants me to be able to fight wherever Riotro shows up.” 
“You know Trak’s flying spell?” Kulara said.
Nullia laughed. “It’s not a flying spell. I’d never be able to think of such an application of magic on my own, but it’s a combination of the lift spell that you used in Bitrium with a wind spell to provide the motive force. If you can master both poses, I suppose you can fly wherever you wish. I would guess that both of you can do that.” Nullia looked at Kulara and Valanna. “You just need a platform to stand on so you can maintain your poses.” She shook her head. “Trak, what an interesting boy.”
Valanna looked at Asem and decided that he might not have the ability to generate enough wind to move a platform, but Kulara certainly did. She felt proud that Trak could have thought of something so simple on his own, but maybe Ben was the one behind the spell.
“Then perhaps I can learn to operate a flying platform before we go north,” Valanna said. She liked the idea of actually contributing something to the fight to regain the Dalistro’s house. She owed Misson that much, and Valanna dreaded eventually returning to Balbaam and facing King Marom.
“Maybe all three of us could use the innovation,” Nullia said. “We can get started tomorrow morning.”
“You can count me out,” Asem said. “I can barely whip up a breeze.”
“I don’t mind a traveling companion.” Kulara smiled seductively and put her hand on Asem’s bicep. “It’s always useful to keep a man around.”
~
By midday, the three magicians were able to lift wooden doors up into the air, and then they were able to shift their spells and use wind to blow themselves forward.
Asem looked down at the ground from the platform that Kulara had raised. This time he had taken a rock with him. “Watch,” he said.
Kulara broke her wind pose and leaned over as Asem dropped the rock. It fell straight down and bounced on the dirt below. Asem could see the indentation in the ground where it fell. 
He laughed. “I’m an Innovator, too. If we take a basket of rocks, we can drop them on the army. The platform can sail above a city’s walls with ease, and a flotilla of flyers can rain down destruction on the inhabitants.”
“Not too many rocks. It’s not easy moving the both of us up in the air. I can get in the air without trouble, but I get worn out using the wind pose. I think I’ll be good for about an hour or so of continuous flying,” Kulara said.
“Limits. Always limits.” Asem grinned and pulled his feet from the leather straps nailed to the doors to keep him from falling off. He eased his way over to his wife and kissed her on the lips. “They make life more interesting.” 
“You and your interesting. I wonder if there is a spell that can take us out of the sky. We’ll have to ask Nullia.”
They went back into the villa and sat in the main room. Asem played at dusting off his pants until Nullia entered.
“So?” Nullia said.
“What can knock us down? The descension spell… can it be triggered remotely from the ground? Can magicians send rocks seventy paces high? Arrows we don’t have to worry about quite as much as they will hit the underside of our platforms, but fireballs would represent a danger,” Asem said. “Before we risk our lives, I’d like to know the answers, and you are the most familiar with the magical capabilities of your fellow Masters.” He looked at Kulara, who seemed to agree. That would be a relief, in this instance. It would save his body and his ears from a closed-door harangue.
Nullia put her head back for a moment and closed her eyes. “I don’t know,” she finally said, “but we can experiment. The spell is applied to the platform, so I could initiate the spell while off the platform. Whatever we find won’t be applicable to Riotro’s capabilities, but to everyone else’s except for Trak.”
Asem nodded. “Riotro can’t be everywhere and if Valanna moves with a smaller army up the eastern side of Santasia, I doubt if he would bother her when the main army goes right up the middle of the country.”
“I am willing to do that,” Valanna said. “But I still think we need to know the risks, for all of our sakes.”
The next day, Nullia sent a platform up twenty stories. Misson brought the best archers in Mozira to the villa. Only a few arrows made it up to the platform, and only one had the power to stick to the bottom of the wooden platform.
“So we won’t have to worry about conventional forces,” Asem said.
Nullia, Kulara, and Valanna threw fireballs up into the air, but none sent them high enough to hit the platform.
“What other threats could we encounter?” Asem looked at the three women.
“Weather,” Nullia said.
“Bird droppings,” Kulara said with a smirk.
Valanna was silent for a moment. “Didn’t the Toryans bring down your platform?” She turned to Nullia.
“They did, but there are no Toryans with Riotro’s forces,” Asem said. “I’ve been through the battle order, and no one mentioned Toryans at all, except to hope they took out as many Kandannans as possible.”
“I’m still willing to risk it,” Valanna said. “The platform would be more comfortable than riding in a carriage.”
Asem smiled. “Especially if we install something to support your wind pose.”
“Trak installed a pole on his to lean against. If we will be traveling with more people, perhaps we can build a railing around the outside edge. I’d feel more comfortable that way,” Valanna said.
Kulara put her hand on her husband’s arm. “Very nice. I get one, too? 
“Of course, my love. That’s settled. Nullia can fly with Valanna to support the eastern column and Kulara and I will fly with the main force. Misson wanted me to go along with Valanna, but that was before Nullia arrived. If any of you get too tired, we just put the platform on a cart, and you can ride to Espozia along with the rest of the army.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
~
Trak still held onto the impression that the capital city of the Toryans should be a village of huts, but now walked on dressed stone pavement with stone houses sporting glass windows. It reminded him more of Estia than Bitrium, but he felt the same kind of tension in the air that he noticed in the Colcan city. 
Evidently, he hadn’t been taken to the white palace at first, since it loomed up ahead. The two guards in front of him stepped out of the way for a horse and cart. He didn’t see many animal-driven conveyances, since most of the carts in the city were the same kind of floating platforms using the same spell as the makeshift ones scouts had used. 
They walked through a gate made out of gilded rods into a large courtyard. The multi-colored clothes that he noticed the Toryans wearing had given way to more uniforms. Trak looked up at the palace with its intriguing architecture. He stopped to gaze at the windows and the edges of the walls before his main escort gently pushed him in the back. 
“You will be prepared to meet the king of the Toryans,” he said as they turned away from the main entrance, hugging the right-hand side of the palace. 
They finally came to a small door, flanked by uniformed guards. Trak noticed the grim expressions on their faces. They were more suited to guard one of the Bitrium towers than this gaudy palace. 
“Follow me,” his escort said again. He led Trak upstairs and downstairs, along balconies and galleries filled with tapestries of all sorts. The walls and ceilings matched the weirdness of the exterior. It looked to Trak like a wax building that had been set out in the sun. He thought the only straight lines in the palace were the level floors.
“In here.” The escort walked in front of Trak into a small set of rooms. “You will clean yourself and dress in the clothes on that bed. Don’t think about sleeping. The king will see you in one-half of an hour.”
Trak could only nod as the man abruptly left the room with Trak still standing in the middle of it wondering what to do next. He sighed and peeked through one of the doors, finding a warm bath, already drawn. He found the bath refreshing and wondered what he had smelled like after seeing the clear water cloud up with soap and dirt. He stood up and used a bucket of water to rinse his body and found a white towel of unique design to use.
Wrapping the towel around his body, Trak walked to a window and looked out across Kizru. His changing chambers were probably three or four stories high. His view didn’t include the courtyard, but looked out over a stable and a large practice yard. Soldiers practiced with weapons on one side, with magicians practicing in smaller walled areas like the mazes he had seen in Espozia and Bitrium.
He gazed across the city and didn’t see any flying platforms above the city. Trak wondered why cultures were so moribund. Everything stayed the same for long periods of time. Perhaps Innovators in Bitrium were identified so they could be exiled, like in Neel’s case, or executed. Time had never even seemed to change anything at The Blunted Sword in Greenbrook, but maybe it should. It seemed that Santasia had progressed more than Colcan or Pestle.
Trak shook his head and turned to the clothes arrayed on the bed. He ran his fingers along the finely-woven underclothes, surprised at the luxury. The clothes left behind in the bathroom were serviceable, but not like these. 
He had no idea how much time had elapsed, so he quickly changed and sat on the bed, waiting for a meeting he hadn’t asked for, nor expected. Why would the king of a country, or in this case, of a people, want to talk to him? Trak still wasn’t that far removed from being an illiterate stableboy in a remote part of Pestle.
Trak started at a single knock on the door, which then opened. His escort had returned. He looked Trak over and grunted after straightening his collar. He spoke a singe Pestlan word, “Come.”
The corridors became wider as they walked and the people they passed, better dressed. Here, he thought that the Toryans would all be like Tembul, another impression shattered. No one walked with Tembul’s confidence, but all of them seemed furtive, somehow and more tense than the common people he had passed on the streets. Trak looked at what he wore and found his outfit to be simpler than what he observed around him, but his traveling clothes definitely didn’t belong.
They came to a set of large double doors, flanked by guards in some kind of odd ceremonial dress. Perhaps these were ceremonial guards dressed in an ancient Toryan style. His escort mumbled something to a guard, who opened the door for them.
“Go inside,” the man said. He stayed at the door’s entrance as Trak entered a library of some sort. A white-haired man sat a large desk about fifteen paces in front of him. Trak walked towards the desk.
The man busied himself examining papers for a moment and then looked up. “No poses in my presence, if you please,” he said in roughly-accented Pestlan.
“I can speak Santasian, as well,” Trak said.
“You can? Good.” The man gave Trak the ghost of a smile, or it might have been a grimace, as he changed to a better rendition of Santasian. “You may sit while we talk.” The old man eyed Trak as he found the closest seat to the desk.
“I am King Basiul. We have no formal court in Kizru, if you were wondering. I’m just an old man administering the affairs of Torya.”
“Torya?” Trak said. “That’s what Cokasan used to be called.”
“The usurpers’ name for the continent? Toryans used to live all over this land before invaders came from Vashta to settle. We were driven from our homes and ended up taking refuge in the forest. We call where we have dominance Torya. You know some of our history?”
“Not much more than what you just told me.”
Basiul grunted. “You pose a dilemma for me, Trak Bluntwithe.” The man held up what looked like a handwritten report. “Nellus Fidelia is your father? A Pestle magician, your mother?”
Trak merely nodded.
“Not a bloodline that we particularly like in Kizru. Why did you come here when you escaped from the Magician’s Guild in Espozia?” The king narrowed his eyes at Trak. 
Trak didn’t like the accusation in the king’s eyes. “I have nowhere else to go. I would be killed if I set foot in Pestle, since I’m under a death sentence in Bitrium. Santasia…” Trak shrugged, “would put me back into the guild.”
“Under Riotro’s command?” The king snorted. “Hardly a sane thing to do. What do you expect of us?”
“Refuge?” Trak said. 
“Torya is not a nice place for strangers, even if they have a rare touch of Toryan blood rushing through their veins. You are not welcome in the city and will likely be expelled soon enough.”
The king looked at the report again, holding it out so he could focus on it better, and then he looked up at Trak. “Show me how you can manipulate flame. I want to feel your power.”
Trak furrowed his brow. “How can you feel power?” He’d never heard of such a thing before, but he recalled that Tembul seemed to know he was a powerful magician.
“It is a pose that I will assume while you are manipulating the earth’s power.” The king rose. Trak noticed that he was tall for a Toryan and stood as straight as Ben. “Do it. Now.”
Trak noticed that the king had assumed a pose with closed eyes. He didn’t see a choice but to do as his host commanded. It was a simple enough task. He put his right hand behind his back and extended his left with the little finger up. Muttering the power word, he willed a ball of flame into existence and tossed it into the air a few times before he concentrated and made the ball expand and contract, and then he extinguished it.
The king raised his eyelids. “Sit.” He walked to a window and looked out for a few minutes, making Trak squirm in his seat. “I would have never thought to see such an optimum blending of power,” he said as if to himself. He looked at Trak. “I can see why you were expelled from Bitrium. I imagine the Board wouldn’t be able to sleep with you around.” He seemed to chuckle for the barest of moments.
“The Santasians have no designs on your lands,” Trak said. He didn’t know if Ben or Neel would have a chance to speak to the king. “My companions come seeking an alliance between the loyalist Santasian forces and Torya.”
The king returned to his desk. “I already know that, and you know so little, boy. Torya will never ally itself with Santasia, but we aren’t meeting to discuss that. I have another problem that you can help me solve.” Basiul rang a bell at his desk. 
Trak’s escort entered. “You will return to your friends,” the king said just before returning to his paperwork. He looked up. “We will talk later.”
~
The three Pestlans and three Colcanans returned to the king’s study. Trak noticed that Basiul’s desk had been cleared. The chairs that were in the room when Trak had his audience had been removed. The king hadn’t shown up yet, so Trak thought back on his conversations with the rest of his party.
Neel had received the same frosty treatment from a high-ranking Toryan. Ben had talked to the king and said he thought they had gotten along well enough. He had been tested as well. Rasia had a hallway conversation with Tembul, along with Able. Honor had two conversations with a woman who claimed to head the Toryan intelligence efforts. Most of her meeting had been answering questions and being rebuffed for asking questions of her own.
Trak wondered what the Toryans thought about them all. Other than Able, they were all very accomplished at what they did. Trak knew Able could fight well enough, but he had to admit that his erstwhile father lacked any special qualities. Perhaps that might be an advantage in these circumstances. 
A door opened from the rear of the office and King Basiul walked in and sat behind his desk, followed by six men and women, who stood behind. Perhaps the other interviewers were among these courtiers. Trak looked at his fellow travelers. All eyes were on the king, but a man dressed in dark blue silks walked to the side of the desk. He was bald and a little chubby, but Trak noticed the shrewd, intelligent eyes.
“You have all been judged by members of our council…”
Trak furrowed his brow. If they were going to banish them, why do it in front of the king? Basiul didn’t look as confident as he had the previous day when he talked to Trak. Had something happened? He turned his attention back to the speaker.
“We will let you help us keep the Kandannans from invading Toryan lands, but you will not remain in Kizru. At an appropriate time, there is more work for some of you to perform for King Basiul.” All eyes swiveled to the king, who nodded at the man in blue speaking to them. 
“You will enter invasion areas as a unit and will remain that way. Toryans will not be eager to talk to you, but I will provide you with a liaison who will interface with our own commanders. I am not a military man and cannot provide you with further information. Your confinement will be more relaxed for the next three days while we gather intelligence for your assignments.”
“But will you help Santasia?” Ben said.
Basiul shook his head. “Not as allies, Strength Nomia. Fight the Kandannans with us and you will perform the function of aiding Santasia while we keep them out. You six interlopers will represent your respective countries for a time within our forces. Any thought of an alliance is futile, but Santasia and Torya have the same enemy this time, so we fight to mutual benefit. That might not be the case in future conflict.”
Ben bowed his head. “That is an acceptable decision.”
Basiul’s eyes flashed with anger. “Acceptable? To us?” He shook his head and looked at Ben with more malice than his words had indicated. “There is no acceptable on your part. You live and fight at our whim. You may go.”
The six of them were led out of the king’s study and shown back to their quarters. There they found serviceable clothing in the style that the scouts wore. They were told to change from the court silks. 
During their dinner, Tembul entered the room and sat down at the long table with them. He sighed before he looked at each one of them.
“I have been given the assignment to lead you into battle,” Tembul said, speaking as if it were a jail sentence. 
“We won’t disappoint,” Neel said, “if we can get our weapons back.”
Tembul nodded. “Your interviewers all conceded that you speak the truth. You are magicians of high power.” He nodded to Honor, Neel, Ben, and Trak. 
For some reason, Trak let out a sigh of relief. He had worried that the Toryans wouldn’t believe a word they said. 
“So, we have three days before we head north. Our assignment is to help my people close off the northern pass called Lazanti by the Santasians. The highest concentrations of the Kandannan army are on their side of the pass poised to invade. The magician Riotro has been in the west training Kandannan magicians.
Ben served himself some food. “So six against thousands? Those are not very good odds.”
Tembul turned to Trak. “The soldiers that passed us on the way to fight our captors—how many were they?”
“Two or three thousand. I couldn’t count them all.”
“Those are only part of our Northern Force. We will be facilitating their success. I have permission to use whatever tactics that you convince me to use.”
Trak couldn’t hold back a grin. “Attack platforms.” He rubbed his hand. “We fight them from the air.”
Tembul patted Trak’s hand. “An energetic notion, but you saw how we brought down your platform.” The Toryan shook his head. “We can’t rely on the Kandannans not to know a similar spell.”
That brought a nod from Trak. “We have three days to find a shield that will repel the effects of that pose.”
“Repel?” Tembul furrowed his brow.
“We have three…” Trak looked at Honor, “…and maybe four sources of magical knowledge. Certainly if we try, we can develop a way to keep the flyers aloft. If nothing else we can scout out enemy positions and relay the information more quickly if we use our flyers. We can project powers from the platforms, as well.”
“And flank the Kandannans with ease,” Neel said, his eyes now alight with excitement. “Great idea, Trak.”
Ben nodded. “We have three Innovators among us, four if Honor can exercise her creativity. Your knowledge of Toryan poses gives us the ability to test our capabilities. What say you, Tembul?”
The Toryan smiled and narrowed his eyes. “And we can use these ideas once you leave us…” He took a huge bite of bread and nodded his head. “Tomorrow at first light I will lead you to a practice ground. What do you need for platforms?”
“Wooden doors will work well. Maybe bind two lengthwise to create more of square,” Trak said. “Perhaps railings to keep people from falling off.”
Tembul nodded. “It will be done as you say. I would like the five of you to stay here and organize what we should practice. I will borrow Trak from you. Tonight he should at least get a flavor of his Toryan cultural heritage before he heads north.”
~
Trak followed Tembul back to the castle and to the training grounds that he had seen from his changing room. Tembul introduced him to a few of the men and women there. He didn’t understand any of the language other than figuring out what names were exchanged. 
“I have given them instructions to make the platforms and line the bottoms with metal sheets that will stop any fire projected by our enemies. That is my initial contribution to our fighting strategy. Now let us walk the streets of Kizru. I have much to show and tell you.”
What could Tembul want to tell him? He apparently wanted Trak alone, and that set him to wondering why they treated him differently from the others in his group? Trak didn’t like being apart from everyone else. 
Although others might perceive him to be a loner at The Blunted Sword and elsewhere, Trak didn’t see himself in that role. He wanted to learn, and Neel had always taught him that there is more to be learned by observing than participating, but that didn’t mean that Trak didn’t want to participate. He quite enjoyed his time with Master Gio’s swordsmen in Espozia and even saw the benefits of the rather uncomfortable time he had spent with Madame Barazzi. 
He wondered what the Toryans thought of him. Ultimately, well enough for Tembul to take him on this walking tour of Kizru. The spring night was very pleasant. Trak enjoyed the lanterns with multicolored panes. He didn’t much care for the severity of Bitrium. Toryans were more lively, even more so than the Santasians. 
Even though he didn’t understand the language, he could tell from the babbling that the Toryans enjoyed their lives, even if they were geographically confined to forest lands on both sides of the spine of mountains that ran up and down Cokasan. 
The thought of both sides of the spine stayed with Trak as the Toryan took Trak inside a drinking establishment. Trak had no idea how to order in Toryan. 
“Do you have beer or ale?”
Tembul nodded. “We have enough room for many small fields of grain, although our alcohol products are not as good as what is produced in Santasia. It still can smooth out the ruffles in your mind.” He smiled, as two large tankards of amber liquid were set between them on a little table next to the wall of the busy tavern. 
Trak took a sip and winced. He agreed with Tembul’s assessment. His ale tasted little better than the watered beer the Kandannans had given him. Too bad the Toryans did little trading with Santasia. Ale would be a good place to start, he thought.
“Don’t drink too much. This might not be up to your expectations, but it is potent enough.” Tembul took a long pull and put the tankard down, wiping his upper lip.
“I wondered something,” Trak said. “What about the Toryans on the Kandannan side of the mountains? How do you coordinate with them?”
Tembul looked up from examining the inside of his tankard. “What?”
“How much help do the Toryans on the western side of the mountains give?”
Tembul colored a bit. “They don’t.”
“Why not? Don’t Toryans control the mountains on both sides?”
“Well, communications are difficult with the mountains and all.” The Toryan looked away.
Trak took another sip of the wretched ale. “So will we be fighting Toryans that fight for the Kandannans? How good is their magic?”
“That wizard in the advance unit? He learned his magic from a Toryan,” Tembul said.
Now Trak had a better idea why the Toryans had let them fight against the Kandannans. He didn’t blame Toryans for not wanting to fight Toryans, but withholding this information would have put them at a disadvantage. 
“What do you call your western brothers?” Trak said.
Tembul looked away. “Kandannans.”
“Do they mate with Kandannans?”
Tembul took a sip and nodded. “It is looked down upon, but still there are few children of mixed race conceived.”
“Does that make them more powerful than you? This interbreeding?”
“No. Toryans are more powerful magicians than Kandannan-Toryan children,” Tembul said. “It is a touchy subject among us. The invaders who took over our lands concentrated their magicians in Colcan at one point. Unions between Colcanan and Toryan mates often produced stronger magicians, but such is not the case to the west.” 
“Like my father, who was ejected from Torya and a young age?”
Tembul showed embarrassment, and well he should. Trak didn’t feel comfortable with the Toryan attitude towards foreigners, but he bit his lip. He didn’t think that Tembul took him out for the evening to reveal the Toryan insular culture. 
Tembul stood up. “Time to move on,” he said and walked out of the tavern, making Trak follow him like a pet dog. They walked through the streets, and then Tembul walked into the courtyard of a house closer to the palace. 
Trak still followed a step or two behind. The door closed behind him. Tembul turned around. “There are some people that you need to meet.” He walked to his right and knocked on a door and waited for someone to come.
Trak looked around at the courtyard. The roofline extended to make a wide veranda looking in towards the center. Trak walked past a large planted circle in the middle of the courtyard. If the Toryan’s used carriages, one could drive around the courtyard and leave through the entrance without backing up. Such an arrangement would make a nice secure entrance to an inn, he thought. This clandestine meeting seemed to be the purpose of his nighttime excursion.
A stab of yellow light entered the dark courtyard though the opened door. Someone spoke in Toryan and Tembul beckoned Trak inside.
He followed three other men dressed as nobles, along with Tembul, across a small foyer and into a large office. It reminded him of the king’s office.
“This is an unofficial meeting,” Tembul said, looking at the other men as they brought chairs in front of the desk so all of them could sit. “I’ll have to translate.”
Trak felt totally confused. First he learned about a schism among the Toryans and now this secret meeting with nobles.
The man behind the desk said something. Trak looked at Tembul, who had sat next to him.
“The men before you represent the king, but what you learn here is not to be discussed with your companions. Do you agree?”
“And if I don’t?” Trak said.
Tembul translated to the others, but he didn’t need a reply. “Then we will leave now. If you want refuge in Torya, I suggest that you listen. What you will be told might enable you to earn a place amongst us.”
Trak thought the Toryans didn’t want anything to do him. Could their rejection be a facade? He didn’t know if this offer was for real or not, but what could he do? He didn’t know anything before he entered this room. Like his conversation at the tavern, any knowledge might help them fight the Kandannans.
“I agree as long as the information will not affect our ability to fight the Kandannans.”
Tembul looked relieved. He smiled and patted Trak on the shoulder. “It won’t.”
“We need you to go to Bennin and rescue a Toryan princess,” Tembul translated. 
“Why do you need me?” Trak said.
“The Bennins can read power flow, just like we can. They haven’t allowed a Toryan to speak with the princess, who, they claim, wasn’t abducted.”
Trak shrugged his shoulders. “I understand that, but why all this?” He looked around at the room. “Why this secrecy?”
Tembul translated Trak’s reply and all of the men looked uncomfortable, maybe even nervous.
“She isn’t our princess and we want you to kidnap her and bring her to Kizru.”
“Why me?” Trak said.
“You are very powerful as a wizard and not Toryan. Only you can work your way into their society and get close enough to spirit away the princess.”
Trak had figured out why from the way Tembul had phrased his answers. “She’s a princess of western Torya, right?” 
Tembul nodded, but Trak continued, “She’s not going to be willing to come to Kizru and you want me to travel thousands of miles to bring back an unwilling captive. Do I have that right?”
“But you will be given full citizenship rights…irrevocable.”
Trak didn’t believe it. Tembul could just as well continue, “irrevocable, until we decide otherwise.” He had been misled in Bitrium and he suspected the same here. However, Trak had to admit that he didn’t know what else he could do. Valanna had been a goal, but if she followed Dalistro back to Espozia, Trak wouldn’t be reuniting with her any time soon. 
Trak frantically searched for options as he looked from face to face, but couldn’t come up with any. He sighed; he couldn’t commit with so little information, but he nodded his head. He hadn’t any practical training in this sort of thing, although Misson and he had conversations about spying and intrigue at court. “What would I have to do? I’m not saying I’ll go or not, but I’ll think about it while I’m in the North.”
The man, an older gentleman who looked familiar, began to speak from Trak’s right. He might have been one of the six councilors or ministers or whatever they were, standing behind the king. 
Tembul translated. “Come back from the Lazanti Pass alive and when you get back, our preparations will be complete.” He stood. “We must leave now.” Tembul bowed to the men and led a bewildered Trak out into the streets of Kizru.
“Am I dreaming or were they asking me to go around the world to rescue some other people’s princess?” Trak said after they had walked a block or two.
“They were serious, I can tell you that, but we have another meeting tonight.” 
Trak heard a series of bells announcing the time. He didn’t know how the Toryans split the time of the day up. 
“We are already a bit late,” Tembul said as he pulled on Trak’s wrist. “We’ll have to hurry.” He led Trak through some alleys and even broke into a run in a few places and then stopped in front of one of Kizru’s larger buildings. 
“We meet in here? Another clandestine meeting?”
Tembul shook his head. “Not as secret, but still confidential. Speak only when spoken to. These people are not as tolerant as the last.”
A man opened a door for them. “About time, Tembul. I hope your young man is in shape to talk after bouncing around our illustrious taverns,” the man said in accented Santasian. He looked at Trak and gave him a knowing smile, although Trak didn’t know what he would share with this individual.
They climbed a few flights of stairs and were let into a functional sitting room. Two men talked quietly in the Toryan language beside a small fire. Their escort didn’t accompany them into the meeting.
The room didn’t have the feel of a residence. Perhaps whatever ministry used the building used this for less-formal meetings. He didn’t see any personal items littered about. His previous host’s study boasted plenty of knickknacks and books. This was more like a lounge in the Espozian Magician’s Guild or something he’d see in Bitrium.
The men seemed more sanguine about this meeting. By comparison the others were frantic, driven to get Trak’s agreement. Something didn’t match.
“Ah, the Pestle boy. Come in, come in,” one of the men said in heavily-accented Santasian. It looked like Tembul wouldn’t be translating here. “Wait outside, Sir Tembul.” He waved his hand dismissively. Tembul turned towards Trak and gave him a look of warning as he left Trak alone with the pair. 
The looks of condescension dripped from the faces of the two men, both in their fifties. Trak took an instant dislike to both of them.
“Pestle boy,” the other said. “You have a name, but it escapes me.” He waved his hand dismissively.
“Trak Bluntwithe, sir,” Trak said as he looked over the men. Both seemed to be overdressed, even for those he had seen in the palace. 
“Yes, Bluntwithe. We have an offer for you.” The two men looked at each other conspiratorially and smiled at each other. “We would like to recommend to King Basiul that you train for the position of Court Magician.”
Trak couldn’t decide if he had to furrow his brow or bark out a laugh at the offer—him a Court Magician? Toryans had plenty of magicians with more experience. Why would they offer him such a position?
“Why? I’m an outsider. King Basiul told me that he wanted me to leave Toryan lands, yet you ask me to take what must be a high position.”
“I said train, not act, young man. We have heard of your high potential and are interested in using your power to further our… Toryan interests. In exchange, you will have full Toryan citizenship and will live an easy life, which we will fund starting as soon as you agree. In ten years or so, you will rise to the position we have offered you.”
Ten years? That seemed like an eternity to Trak. He’d be nearly twenty-eight by that time and what would he be doing with his power for all those years?
One of the men rapped his fingers on the table while Trak thought the offer through. Actually it wasn’t much to think about. He couldn’t abandon his friends and didn’t want to accept something that he didn’t earn. Doing that would only put him in their power, and he would become the creature of these men and those behind them.
“Present me with the offer after the Kandannans are pushed back from the passes. I will consider it then,” Trak said. He gave them both a curt bow and turned around to leave.
“This is a one-time offer, Bluntwithe. Think of it, a life of leisure. Consider all the new spells you will get to learn. An easy life of luxury amidst those of your own blood. If you go to the north, you may find yourself without friends or sponsors once you come back to Kizru… if you come back.”
Trak recognized a threat when he heard one. The words sent a shiver down his spine. Why did Tembul present him to these two snakes? For Trak was sure that was what they were. 
He turned around again to face them. “If I am of the worth you seem to ascribe to me, I’m sure this opportunity or others might arise when I return to Kizru…if I return.” He gave them another bow and ignored their muttering as he walked through the door. 
Tembul stood with a patient look on his face, his hands folded. “We can return now.” He put a finger to his lips and led him down the stairs and out of the building.
“I’m a bit disappointed,” Trak said, once they were well away from the meeting place. “I didn’t think the Toryans had the same political disease as Pestle or Santasia.”
“Or Warish, or Bennin or Kandanna,” Tembul said. “Where there is power, bad men cluster like carrion flies to a carcass. I have my own games to play, so I agreed to let them meet you.” Tembul’s face showed the repulsion that Trak felt and that somehow comforted him.
“They want me on a shelf. They have no intention of making me a Court Magician, do they?”
Tembul shook his head. “The ten-year waiting period. How preposterous! You are right. There is a faction that wants you as their trained dog. If you accepted their offer, you’d be obligated to them.”
“Who are they?”
Tembul looked around, seemingly to see if they were alone. “A group that wants Torya to remain as it is, no matter what happens to the world around us. They have more power than those who seek more integration in the world at large. The outside population of the Torya continues to grow and will continue to encroach on our lands. If we don’t become more active in the affairs of the world, Torya will be eventually swallowed up on terms we don’t control.”
Trak let the words sink in for a bit before he spoke. “So the split with the Western Toryans is the tipping point. If you don’t ally with them, then Eastern Torya won’t be strong enough to withstand the continual squeeze of the Kandannans and the Santasians. Colcan doesn’t matter since they are just as insular as you are.”
Tembul chuckled. “You have been paying attention to your learning masters, it seems. You are right. First, we have to throw back the Kandannans. That will show our western brothers that we still have power—”
“Retrieving the princess will give you a large bargaining chip? I don’t know how valuable she is, but it must be considerable since you are counting on me,” Trak said. “So what happens if I elect a life of ease? I have to admit that in certain circumstances that would be appealing.”
Tembul kicked a piece of trash to side of a building. “Appealing, yes. But do you think Eastern Torya will remain the same for ten years?”
The comment elicited a shrug from Trak. “I don’t know. My teachers never taught me that,” he said, and then broke into a grin. “Nothing remains the same forever, I do know that. My father has been fighting for change ever since I was born. The Warish have just about subverted most Pestle minds.” Trak shook his head. “I don’t think he’s been very successful.”
Tembul nodded and put his arm around Trak’s shoulder. “I will help you fight. I hope you understand a little better why you don’t belong in Kizru, as it is today, but maybe there is a tomorrow where you will.”
~
Trak woke up before the others in his group. He paced the length of the dormitory a number of times, going over and over the confusing events of the previous night. The Colcanans had problems with the Santasians, who had problems with the Kandannans and rebel magicians. Torya sat in the middle squeezed from all sides. Pestle had problems with Warish. He wondered whom the Warish had problems with. He didn’t know how he could know which alliance was good or bad. 
There were decisions to make, but he had to simplify what paths confronted him. He could easily discard the Court Magician offer. He wondered how similar Misson Dalistro’s tutelage might be to that offer. That brought a shrug to his shoulders. The trip to Bennin intrigued him. Rescuing a princess had the ring of an exciting novel. He had never sought adventure, but the prospect of going to an exotic land made him smile.
“What are you grinning about?” Able said as he sat up in his bed rubbing his face.
“I’ll let you know, but not right now. I’m just waiting for the food to come in.” He sat down at the table and examined his fingernails as the decision rolled around in his mind. If he did bring it up with his companions, who would counsel him to go, and who would want him to stay?
Able and Neel would probably want to go with him. Honor might want him to stay. Ben? He didn’t know about him. He was an older man, and might think Trak could learn a lot while he waited. Trak didn’t think the Toryans were really serious about teaching him anything, so Ben would probably want him to go, too. 
Rasia stretched and padded over to the table in her bare feet. “Have a good time last night? Tembul kept you out late enough.”
Trak nodded. “The ale in Kizru is little better than dishwater. Able,” he nodded to his foster father, “you could make a bundle either making ale or importing it from Santasia.”
“As if the Toryans would permit it. So it’s no better on the outside than what they serve us?” Able said.
Trak nodded. “You’d be out of business in less than a week if you had to sell this at The Blunted Sword. By the way, who is running the inn?”
“Friend of Esmira’s,” Neel chimed in as he moved from bed to table, scratching his beard and his bottom. “She promised Able,” he lifted his chin in Able’s direction, “that it would be in decent shape when he returned.”
“Ah… how can it be in decent shape without me to meet and greet the customers? How I miss it.”
Neel slapped his friend’s shoulder. “Better in the hands of someone you trust than in the hands of the Pestlan guard.”
“There’s truth to that,” Able said.
The door opened and servers brought breakfast into their quarters, which brought Ben and Honor out of their beds and to the table. They started in silence until Tembul walked into their room.
He immediately addressed Trak. “Made a decision?”
“Decision?” a few of them said at about the same time.
“Trak and I had two meetings last night.” Tembul looked at Trak. “Your decision affects all of them, I think, so tell all, if you really do trust them.”
“With my life,” Trak said without hesitation, except he didn’t quite mean Rasia. “I met with a group who want me to rescue a princess of the Western Toryans. I didn’t know it, but the Toryans have split between the West and the East side of the mountains. She is in Bennin.”
Neel whistled. “That’s quite a trip, Trak. The other meeting?”
Trak nodded. “I have another offer to train for the future position of Court Magician. I’d be training for ten years.”
Ben snorted. “Blather. Simply blather. They want you put away. I suspect that faction looks upon you not much differently than the Board of Deans in Bitrium. Sitting around showing them how powerful you are will only get you killed.”
So much for Ben wanting him to stay.
“You do what you think is right,” Honor said. “I don’t have any basis to trust the Toryans regardless of what you decide.” She looked in Tembul’s direction. “Am I right?” she said to him.
“There is peril in any decision Trak makes, Lady. The fewer people around the boy, the better chance he has of protecting himself. Make of that what you will.”
Tembul had made his position known last night, but now he confirmed it, and that just about clinched Trak’s decision to go to Bennin.
“First of all, we have to seal the northern pass and maybe help with the southern pass. It’s not in Toryan interests or Santasian interests to allow the Kandannans easy access across Toryan lands. If I survive that, then I’ll be going to Bennin. Any of you are welcome to join me.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
~
KULARA KEPT THE PLATFORM ALOFT as well as any of the Moziran magicians. Her forays consisted of scouting out enemy positions. Not only could she see farther, but she could move the platform faster over the terrain than any mounted soldier if she traveled alone, but while she was gone, Asem couldn’t help but be nervous. He didn’t like the feeling at all. That anxiety showed a weakness that Asem would rather no one know about.
Asem flushed with relief every time he saw her return with more information, and this time he rode towards the command tent where Garono, Misson, and General Niamo conferred. It was clear that one or all of them didn’t quite trust Asem enough to bring him into their regular meetings.
She let the platform drift towards the top of a cart, and then set it down. Asem helped her off of the platform.
“See anything interesting?”
Kulara nodded. “My love, sharpen your sword and your wits. There will be a battle tonight or tomorrow. I must talk to Garono.”
Asem followed her into the command tent. Five men looked down on a map spread out on a large collapsible table. They all turned as she entered.
“Three columns are heading this way. They could engage as soon as the day after tomorrow.”
“Three, you say? Then they are coming from different directions?” the General said.
Kulara moved to the map and took a few moments. Asem couldn’t help but smile. She lived to be important in a way that the Warishian battle leaders would never allow, and now she was performing in front of the Santasian leadership. Good for her, he thought.
“A column is moving south from here, here, and here,” she said. The eastern column is the largest and is slightly behind the others. The force sizes decrease as you go from east to west. I’m not adept at estimating the size of the forces, and some of the eastern forces were coming through a stretch of woods. I didn’t see any colored robes among any of them.”
Asem couldn’t help but say, “So they aren’t wearing robes. Magicians are too valuable not to use in war.”
Misson looked over and gave Asem a smile. “I suppose that calls for us to do the same. Do you agree, General?”
“He doesn’t quite agree,” Garono said. “General Niamo has limited use for magicians in war.” He looked at the General. “Adolphus, do you think that they will draw us out with the middle column and then come at us from the sides?”
Niamo pursed his fleshy lips and rubbed a stubbled chin. “One would come at us head on. The other largest force would come at our flank and the western column probably can move faster and arrive at the battlefield from the rear. See how the western force’s path is mostly level farmland? Did you see how many were mounted, Kulara?” He looked up with hooded eyes. “Magicians? Bah! We will crush them with our force of arms. Magicians are only good for tricks and diversions.” The General clenched his hand into a fist.
“Oh, I see,” she said. “Yes, I think they did. Their supply carts were also behind them and not interspersed like the other two units.”
“Very good, Niamo. That’s why you are the General. Why don’t I take a unit of mounted scouts and magicians and slow them up?” Misson said. “Sometimes tricks and diversions are useful.”
The General nodded. “If you engage, try to destroy their wagons, if they are all together. We have more trained men than they do, so my best force will attack the eastern column here,” he pointed to a space on the map, “and attack from the shelter of the trees. Our main force will form up at our intended battlefield, lining up wider and shallower to give them the impression of more soldiers.”
Garono stared at the map. “I hate to see so many Santasian lives at risk. Make sure that you give quarter to the fallen so they can be attended to by the healers.” He looked at Asem. “What do you want to do? You can fight or help us with logistics during the battle, if you don’t.”
Asem glanced at Kulara. “I will go with Misson, if you give me a horse.”
Kulara pursed her lips at his comment, but ended up folding her arms, a signal of displeasure. He’d hear about taking up a sword as soon as they were excused.
“Kulara, rest as you can. We will need you to fly between the three battles.”
She nodded and left, pulling Asem with her. He smiled as her eyes flashed. “Going to battle? You are no longer a young man. I have used the flyer with the railing built around the platform. Even as seasoned a warrior as you will have nothing to fear when flying.”
“As youth disappears, wisdom and experience takes its place, my love. My experience tells me that a fall from a horse is shorter than a fall from a flyer.”
She stalked off towards their tent, while Asem continued to grin. He would enjoy the fight tonight much more than the battle in the next two days.
~
Valanna flew alongside Nullia over green hills, studded with woods and white clusters of sheep. Neither had seen any sign of rebel forces as they zigzagged their way north. Returning to her small column of mounted forces and infantry, Valanna set her platform down on a cart. Hopping off, she waited for Lieutenant Navino, who commanded the contingent, to ride over to her. 
“Nothing looks out of the ordinary. I don’t even think the revolution has touched this side of Santasia,” she said. She looked out at the rolling hills, so different from the vast plains that ran up and down the center of the country, and took a deep breath. The morning’s flight had been taxing, since she had been up for over three hours. Her stomach growled, reminding her that the long flight had been without food. She would take something with her the next time.
It didn’t take long for the column to pass them. The force numbered less than three hundred men with only Valanna and Nullia providing any kind of magical support. 
“There is a town up ahead,” she said.
“Teraviza,” Lieutenant Navino said, looking around at the countryside as she had. “I grew up around here. “Sheep, cows and orchards. The ground isn’t very conducive to farming.”
Valanna stood for a bit and thought. “How many more towns do we pass through before we reach the River Glazia?
The Lieutenant shrugged. “Ten on a straight line.”
“What are you going to do to raise the numbers of your forces?”
Navino looked at her. “I don’t quite know. My orders just tell me to do my best.”
She looked up at Navino, who was rather tall and skinny beneath his heavy Santasian uniform. She estimated that he was probably in his mid-twenties. “Do you want to take Espozia back from the rebels? I do. They attacked me just because I lived in Estia. What can we really do if we attack the city from the east? Not much with three hundred men. About all we can do is forestall a retreat, but I’d like to bring the fight to them.” Valanna clinched her fists. This was a time for her to assert her will and prove that she didn’t have to cower to anyone and she vowed she wouldn’t take a no from this officer.
“It wouldn’t hurt. It will slow us up, but the main force is likely battling its way north.” Navino smiled. “Are you trying to make me look good, Miss Almond?”
“I’m at least trying to make you look better,” she said, batting her eyelashes. “And it doesn’t hurt to arrive with an unexpectedly larger force, does it?”
He shook his head. “It doesn’t. Let’s stop at Teraviza, but we can’t spend too much time recruiting.”
~
Night had just about fallen by the time they entered the town. Navino had the column march straight through, and camp on the north side. He had suggested that a military parade might generate some interest.
Valanna would rather sleep in a bed, so she talked Nullia into stopping at an inn as their unit moved through town.
“A bed and a bath, please,” she said to the innkeeper, a woman of considerable girth and a considerable scowl.
“I’ll need hard coin. No promises in times like these, ladies.”
Valanna pulled out her purse and shook it. “Hard coin,’ she said smiling. “Can we still get a hot meal tonight?”
“Always stew warming up. Farmers don’t quit until the sun goes down. If I want their custom, I need to feed and water them,” she said with her face breaking into a bit of a smile. “My men like a good meal to give them enough energy to do tomorrow’s work.”
Her men. Perhaps if she could win this woman to her side, she could be influential in growing their forces.
“You a foreigner traveling with Loyalist troops? Not many as have golden locks, like yourself,” the innkeeper said. She ignored Nullia standing next to Valanna.
“I was thrown out of my sponsor’s house in Estia and had to escape to Nikia by ship and then to Mozira. I want to get back.”
The woman narrowed her eyes. “Sounds a bit selfish to me. I have friends on the other side that have their own stories.” The woman sighed. “But, I also have friends from your side.”
“Here in town?”
The woman laughed. “Now why would I tell you?”
Valanna didn’t know if she was up to this banter, but she took a deep breath and continued. Valanna had to be brave and assertive. She thought of Kulara and how the Warishian would act. Valanna wasn’t Kulara in many ways, but still, she would force herself to stand up to the woman in front of her. She eyed Nullia who stood a half-pace behind her.
“Do you want to see them die? The loyalists are heading north and will soon retake Espozia. The more support they have, the fewer lives are lost.”
The innkeeper put her elbows on the counter. “Same goes for the loyalists. They can retreat just as well as the common folk.”
Her use of the term ‘common folk’ rather than rebels convinced Valanna that she would have to keep her mouth shut. 
“Master Riotro won’t let them retreat,” Nullia said from behind. “I know him, and he will pursue the loyalists until they are destroyed or have fled to Mozira and further south. Then he’ll have an excuse to invade Colcan.”
The innkeeper sneered. “Think you are high and mighty dropping our leader’s name. How could you possibly know him?”
Nullia’s face darkened as she assumed a wind pose and uttered the power word. A breeze blew through the room. “I can do much more. I am a Purple of the Magician’s Guild.” Her eyes looked coldly into the innkeeper’s.
Valanna saw the woman cringe. “P-P-Purple?”
Nullia nodded. 
The innkeeper looked at Valanna with fear in her eyes. “And you?”
Valanna assumed the levitation pose and lifted the innkeeper a few feet off the ground.
“A Dark Red,” Nullia said. “We fight for Santasia. I know Riotro, and he fights to gain power throwing the lives of the common people in front of him for his own personal protection. He is bringing Kandanna into the war, and between the two of them they will carve up Santasia. Hundreds of thousands will die.”
“I never quite thought of it that way,” the woman said, clutching her hands just below her neck. She looked genuinely worried, but Valanna didn’t think she read people exceptionally well, especially this woman.
“We are looking for volunteers to help us retake Espozia. You probably noticed our little force march through town. We’d like to add to it,” Valanna said.
“I won’t help you, for reasons best left unsaid, but if you go across the street to the feed store, you might meet with a more welcome attitude.” The innkeeper looked down at her ledger. “A room with two beds?”
“And baths and meals for the both of us. We’ll likely be leaving sometime tomorrow.”
The woman nodded and made some marks in her book. “You will pay—”
“In hard coin,” Valanna said, opening her purse again.
~
Valanna had to admit that she didn’t have as forceful a presence as Nullia, so she let the older woman talk in the feed store. She sniffed the air and smiled at the smell of the raw grain. A long counter separated the entryway, about three paces deep all along the front of the store, from the warehouse that extended much further back than she expected.
“I’d like to speak to the owner,” Nullia said. Valanna could nearly feel the steel in her voice. She had generally associated Garono and Misson’s captain with speaking with such authority. Misson and Asem could speak out of anger, but she had never heard anyone speak with such coldness in their voice.
The men jumped to attention, and one ran into the back. It didn’t take more than a few moments before a tall well-built man stood in front of them. He’d probably never see fifty again, but he had retained the figure of youth into his middle years. Physically, he reminded her of a stocky Asem.
“You summoned me?” The man had a twinkle in his eyes and grinned when he addressed Nullia.
Valanna glanced at her companion and saw her blushing. So much for the stern voice, but Valanna was pleased to see the reaction of the disarmed Nullia. The woman often intimidated her with her aura of confidence. The color in her cheeks made Nullia seem more accessible for some reason.
“I did. You undoubtedly noticed the soldiers passing in the streets earlier today?”
The man continued to smile. “I did.”
“We travel with them and are seeking out those who would fight to keep Santasia free.”
He folded his arms. “Both sides are claiming the same goal. Which side are you on?”
“Surely you saw the Loyalist uniforms!” Valanna said. Nullia gave her an angry glare.
“I did.”
“We were led to believe that you might be of a Loyalist frame of mind.”
The man threw back his head and laughed. “Finny said that, right? The innkeeper?”
Nullia nodded tentatively. She clutched her hands. Valanna recognized that as a sign of uncertainty in the woman.
“Well, she is right! I don’t much like magicians roaming around the countryside up to no good— no way, no how.”
Nullia stiffened. “We are magicians,” she said stiffly.
“I am certain you are not up to no good. Am I correct?” He leaned closer to Nullia.
She blushed again. “You are. Can you find men to join our force? Senior Dalistro gave us only a few.”
The man’s face darkened. “Too few. I’ll take care of that. My name is Sanda Pillora. My friends call me Sandy, my enemies call me…” He scratched his head. “I can’t think of any enemies.” He grinned again. This time Valanna couldn’t help but let out a giggle. “We’re about done here for the day. Why don’t I escort you back to Finny’s, and I’ll treat you to a better dinner than she would give a couple of Loyalist strangers.”
“That would be nice,” Nullia said.
“We’ll be locking up in less than half an hour. Why don’t you get settled, and I’ll have a few words with your hostess and have a maid call you down for a proper dinner. That will give us an opportunity to talk some more about your problem.”
An hour later, Nullia and Valanna sat on their beds, having taken baths and quickly changed into better clothes. A maid led them down into the common room and on through to a private dining room. Sanda stood up when they arrived, as did Lieutenant Navino.
“You didn’t tell me you sought out Sandy. My father has done business with his family for as long as I can remember,” the Lieutenant said.
Sandy grinned. “You didn’t tell me that Palo Navino commanded your forces.” He poked the Lieutenant in the side with his finger. “I rode out to the camp myself, and to my surprise, I know your commanding officer… very well.” He poured wine for them all and took a sip. Evidently he relished the vintage.
Nullia was about to say something about who was really in charge, but Valanna noticed her holding her tongue. Garono had made it clear to the Lieutenant that both Valanna and Nullia led the expedition.
“I’m sure he told you what our mission is,” Nullia said, with her voice turned back to steel.
Sandy looked at Navino with an appraising eye. “Actually, he didn’t.” He turned and smiled at Nullia.
Valanna looked closely at Nullia and realized that she had turned gray early. These two people might just be of an age. She thought it would be interesting to see how they reacted to one another. Sandy certainly gave Nullia a lot more attention than he did her and as much as Nullia tried to resist, she continued to blush when Sandy’s offhand comments hit home.
“We had a few of Riotro’s magicians strutting through here a week ago. Acted like they ruled the country.” He looked sideways at Nullia. “Imagine, magicians ruling Santasia.”
If he sought to anger Nullia, Sandy would be disappointed. “I can’t think of a worse fate. Magicians are trained to serve others using their magic, not posing to dominate,” Nullia said.
Sandy narrowed his eyes just a bit. “Aren’t you two magicians?” 
Valanna quickly turned to Navino, who just as quickly turned his head. The Lieutenant had a bigger mouth than what he had led them to believe. She sighed. What was done was done. “We are Loyalists. Loyalist magicians help others, just as Nullia said.”
“What ranks are you?” The banter had lost its lightness.
“Purple and Dark Red,” Nullia said, her chin lifted just a bit.
Valanna just about objected. She’d never been truly tested. She didn’t know how she ranked, although she did seem to be able to pull more power from the earth than Nullia when she posed.
“My, I would have never thought such power packed into two such attractive feminine bodies,” Sandy said. 
Both of them blushed with that compliment. Valanna noticed Nullia fighting not to say anything.
“You might have gone too far, Sandy,” Navino said. “Garono Dalistro, himself, asked them to lead my forces up this side of Santasia.”
Sandy took a sip of wine. “You misled me, Palo. I thought you hid behind the skirts of these lovely women when they came into my place of business. I see now why they took such direct action.”
The time had come to put an end to the bantering, Valanna thought, as she began to fidget with her fingers and stopped it. She took a deep breath. “We seek to enter Espozia from the East, but we’d like a larger force than what we currently have.”
“A muster? I haven’t seen one of those since the Norlanders attacked Espozia when I was but a boy.” His demeanor turned reflective while he rubbed his chin. “I’m sorry, but Eastern Santasians won’t follow a pair of female magicians.” He looked directly at Nullia while she made a move to get to her feet. Sandy held her wrist to the table. “That’s just the way it is. I doubt they’ll be happy following Palo here, either.” He pressed his lips together and paused again. “I’ll lead the local rabble. I’m known for miles around and served my time in the Council’s Army.”
“He retired as an officer in the Santasian army before he came to Teraviza to take over his father’s feed business,” Navino said.
“You know General Niamo?”
“Adolphus? I entertained him in this very room not two years ago.”
Valanna sat back. They could use this man to help them. Why didn’t the General tell them about Sandy? But now she wondered why the General had sent them on this mission. They hadn’t seen any rebels. All of the fighting would take place in the central and western parts of Santasia. 
“Why aren’t there rebel forces in the East?” she said.
Sandy shrugged. “Who wants rolling hills to fight on? Central Santasia is flat, rich farmland with plenty of cities, towns, and more importantly, wealth. “I know full well that Adolphus sent you this way to reconnoiter, thinking that there wouldn’t be any real resistance. Finny is about as much of a rebel as you’ll find, but there are plenty like her. They won’t fight the rebels, but they won’t fight Loyalists, either. When you get to Espozia, he’ll have you guard the Eastern escape route, but there’s nothing much directly east of Espozia except for swamp-filled forests.”
Valanna nodded. “I escaped from Estia that way and then took Misson’s ship to safety.”
“Misson, as in Misson Dalistro? You do have connected friends. He’ll probably blockade the river just southeast of Espozia. That’s where your relief will come from, I imagine.”
The idea of a contingent of ships surprised Valanna. Suddenly she felt lost in the possible strategies that Sandy blurted out, and that deflated her confidence. How could she possibly compete in a world filled with Sanda Pilloras? It dawned on her that the very thought of competing would have never entered her mind before Asem had spirited her out of Warish.
“You can proceed to Lirazza, and I’ll meet you there with as many men as I can muster. They won’t be armed very well or uniformed, but that’s a problem for another day. I know how to train good soldiers, even if they come to me with nothing in their arms and dressed only in their underclothes.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
~
“WHAT IF YOU CAST A SHIELD ON THE BOTTOM of the platform flyer?” Trak said as he watched Neel and Ben moving around the meadow they had taken over as their training ground. “Could that keep a Western Toryan from bringing it down?”
Tembul put his hand to his chin. “Never thought to try that.”
“I also think we can extend the profile of the flyer a bit with wings. It might make the flyers more stable,” Trak said while he signaled Neel down. “Let’s talk about it.”
A young Toryan man strutted up to Tembul and introduced himself in Toryan while the others assembled. Tembul shrugged his shoulders and continued their conversation. 
“This is Lord Lenis,” Tembul said. “He is a fair magician, so I’ve heard. If Trak goes to Bennin, Lenis will be coming with you. He knows the princess, and the King suggested that he work with us in the field so that we are all comfortable with each other on the quest to come.”
Trak peered at the newcomer. He didn’t like the man’s posture. It illustrated a feeling of arrogance and entitlement. Lenis didn’t smile as Tembul introduced him. He’d seen Toryans enough to know that they smiled more than Colcanans did and in all the same circumstances. Was this a political appointment? Trak surmised that it must be, since the man purportedly knew the princess that they were to rescue. Having this person along dampened some of the excitement that he had felt about going on an actual quest.
They all assembled. Tembul went round the group. Lenis still didn’t smile, and Trak wondered if he even listened to the introductions. He went over his ideas, and Tembul helped explain what they were doing to the disinterested Lenis.
Neel, Able and Trak walked off to talk about building a better flyer while Lenis and Tembul continued to converse in Toryan. Tembul didn’t look any more comfortable with Lenis than Trak.
“I don’t like Lenis,” Trak said.
“That makes all of us,” Neel said looking over at the two Toryans. “He’s either a minder from the men who wanted you to stay in Kizru or he will want to assert leadership on your mission to Bennin. I’ve seen his type before, the spoiled noble given the command of a guard unit. You should ask Tembul if someone else could take his place.”
Trak hadn’t thought of that, cursing his inexperience. “I’ll do that. Now let’s talk about the flyers. We can let Ben and Tembul figure out the proper shield pose. I thought if we could make purpose-built flyers with wings, like outriggers on a boat, that we could pull out and lock before we take off, it would help us keep the platform from rocking if we have to make a lot of turns.”
“I noticed that when Ben and I tried to turn. There was a lot of wobble that took him out of his wind pose a few times. Maybe some kind of apparatus to lean on rather than rely on foot straps alone.”
Trak remembered leaning against the rail fence to the open-air horse pasture that he had built at The Blunted Sword. “Two short posts and a crossbar to lean against rather than one big post.” He drew his idea in the dirt. “Wings that can move on a pivot and lock into place with a dowel, like this.”
“We still need to keep the weight down,” Able said. “Don’t you get tired moving the platform around with the wind?”
Neel nodded. “So we change the structure, so the platform isn’t a heavy thick door but more of a sandwich, like a second story floor, trusses inside and thin boards on both sides.”
“With the metal sheet on the bottom to protect against fireballs,” Trak said.
Neel stared at the ground. “Maybe a magical shield can replace the sheet.”
“Good idea.” Trak knew that the more weight to push around, the less time a magician could keep the flyer moving around.
~
“I’m reluctant to teach you the pose,” Tembul said, scratching his head, “but I see your point. Just don’t perform it in front of Lenis. I don’t exactly trust him.”
“When we test our shields, you’ll have to do the pose, but if the Western Toryans fight, they will know how to bring us down, right?”
Tembul nodded and then took Trak aside and taught him the pose and the power word. Tembul made sure Trak did it correctly by bringing one of their floating platforms up and then down.
Trak decided he would take the risk of making the shield that Ben had refined on an old flyer one-story high. He took it just above the heads of the rest of their group and created a shield. “Ready,” he called.
Nothing happened. 
“Take it up three stories,” Ben said. 
Trak did that and just as he moved the flyer up, it drifted down.
Ben pursed his lips. “Two magicians on each flyer. One for movement and the other to shield it. As soon as you started moving the flyer up, I had Tembul throw the neutralization spell.” Ben made a thumb-down sign. “That was it.”
Blood rushed into Trak’s face, as he felt embarrassed that he didn’t think of it. “Two. That’s more weight and less time aloft.”
“Maybe not,” Neel said. “Nothing can reach you at twenty stories in the air. It takes less effort to maintain a shield than to make the wind move, at least that’s how it works with me.”
“Wind is easier than a shield, in my case,” Ben said.
“Then we make our groups based on the strength of the magician. What are Lenis’s strengths?” Trak asked Tembul.
Tembul began talking to Lenis, who began to argue with him. 
“He won’t go up in the air,” Tembul said.
“Is he afraid?” Neel said, his face set in anger. “If he won’t fly, then he shouldn’t be included in our trip to Bennin.”
Tembul looked at Lenis talking with Honor and Rasia across the field. “He is not happy to be forced to work with outsiders. I checked around and his magician skills are barely mediocre and Lenis fancies himself as more of a swordsman.”
Neel looked at Trak. “A sparring partner!” Neel said. “Let’s see how good Lenis is.”
Tembul furrowed his brow. “You are swordsmen as well?”
Both of them grinned. “We are,” they said together. Trak looked at Neel, who wouldn’t know how much Trak had improved during his time with Misson Dalistro. They all walked over to Lenis.
“He knows a little bit of Santasian,” Honor said.
“You know how to use a sword?” Neel still said through Tembul.
Lenis puffed his chest up a bit. Trak could read the body language well enough. He wondered how well he would do matched up with Rasia. “I think it would be a good idea for those of us who know how to use a sword to do some sparring,” Neel said. Trak readily nodded his head.
Tembul translated for Neel. Lenis reddened and replied in Toryan, obviously incensed at the suggestion.
“He says we wouldn’t be sufficient competition for him,” Tembul said. “He places well among the best swordsmen in the capital. He feels it beneath him to fight a boy, a middle aged man, and a woman.”
“How good are you?” Trak said. “Rasia, Neel, and I are more than proficient.”
Tembul’s eyebrows rose. “All three of you? But you and Neel are powerful magicians!”
“Count it as a hobby,” Neel said breezily. “Rasia is a scout leader for the Colcannans, much the same as you are.”
The Toryan reddened. “I had no idea. She wears a sword, but some women like the personal protection wearing a weapon gives.”
“If he won’t play with us, then we’ll have to show him. You and I can spar and show him what we can do.”
Tembul’s eyes widened in surprise. “You fight me?”
“You’re a magician who wears a sword, right?” Neel said.
“I am better than most,” Tembul said. “I don’t want to embarrass you.”
Trak looked intently into Tembul’s eyes. “It’s not you I want to embarrass.”
“I’ll run and get some swords. Lenis won’t use practice swords.” The Toryan looked a bit worried.
They all sat around. Lenis said he didn’t know how to speak Pestlan, so that’s what the rest of them spoke until Tembul returned. Lenis stalked off and sat by himself.
Five Toryans returned with a variety of swords. “Others want to see how I do and how Lenis does against you. I’m sorry about the audience.”
“Fine with me,” Neel said. “That will make it harder for Lenis to come up with excuses when asked about our matches.”
Trak looked at the swords and tested the balance of each one. A curved sword, longer than what the Kandannans used, reminded him of one of the swords he had mastered when Gio taught him in Misson’s conservatory. The balance was very good, and the blade looked serviceable.
“You know how to use that?” Neel said. He looked at the blade, concern written on his face.
Trak just grinned and began to use some practice forms, making it simple and purposely introducing mistakes.
Rasia finally walked over and picked up a straight-bladed sword. “This was made in Colcan,” she said, testing the balance. “I’ll use this one.”
Neel picked up a straighter single-bladed sword unlike the one Trak had chosen. Tembul had already strapped a sword to his waist and one of the other Toryans gave an ornately-sheathed sword to Lenis.
“One question,” Neel said. “Will Lenis be augmenting his sword or using magic in any way during the sparring?”
Tembul blinked. “It is considered a dishonor to do so.”
Neel nodded. 
Tembul said something to Lenis, who glared at Neel after the exchange.
“He wants Trak to spar with me, first, and then he will perform with Trak .”
Rasia spoke up. “Not fair. Trak may be winded and Lenis will be fresh. He should spar with Neel or me to make things the same.”
“Let’s see how it goes first. If I am exhausted after Tembul, then I think it fair to rest,” Trak said. “But I’ve sparred in consecutive matches before.”
“You have?” Neel said.
Trak smiled. “My training has been thorough, Neel,” he said. “Just watch.” Trak hoped he hadn’t been too cocky with his statement. He didn’t mean it that way, but he did have thorough training.
Trak and Tembul stretched and continued to warm up.
“How do you want to score a win?” Trak said.
“Two out of three touches?”
Trak nodded. He stood and saluted Tembul, Santasian-style. The Toryan just nodded and lifted his sword up to a guard position. Trak let Tembul come to him.
The more compact Toryan came at Trak with a series of feinted thrusts where he jumped back each time. Trak had never seen a style quite like that. The next time he came at him with a feint, Trak slapped the blade aside and stepped inside and poked Tembul with his finger.
“Does that count as a touch?”
The bewildered Toryan nodded.
They parted again. Trak stutter-stepped, feinting a feint, and slapped the flat of his blade on Tembul’s sword shoulder before Tembul had a chance to react.
“That’s two?” 
Trak’s performance was met with silence. His victory took less time than he had taken warming up.
Neel began to clap, followed by the rest of his group. The Toryans still looked amazed.
“No magic?” Tembul said.
Neel stepped up and clapped Trak on the shoulder. “Impressive, son.” He turned to Tembul. “The magic of hours of practice and expert instruction.”
“I don’t need any rest,” Trak said in Santasian, looking directly at Lenis. “Your turn.”
Lenis gritted his teeth, understanding enough of what Trak said. He performed some elaborate practice routines. 
Trak looked at the grin on Neel’s face, who also noticed that most of Lenis’s forms were merely for show.
Lenis walked up to Trak and looked him in the eye. If he thought to intimidate him, Lenis would have to do better than that.
Trak saluted Lenis in the Santasian style, again. Lenis made an elaborate pose and muttered a word. Magic. His opponent wanted to cheat? Trak stretched a little more and looked at Lenis while he muttered the word ‘worry’. 
Lenis began a flurry of attacks, somewhat similar to the collection of feints that Tembul used, but these were not all feints and Lenis was much faster. Trak saw openings in Lenis’s actions and tried to slip in touches, but Lenis’s spell held up as a tight shield around his body that sloughed off any direct contact. 
Trak had to evade and began to assume a more defensive strategy. It gave him the opportunity to pick apart the Toryan style of swordplay. He thought of it as flurry and retreat done over and over again until an opening occurred. Lenis had honed the technique more than Tembul, who, Trak knew, was the better magician. Where Tembul didn’t resort to cheating, it appeared that Lenis had no compunction about doing so.
After another flurry of the same kind of attacks, Trak finally noticed the shield spell weakening when he pressed in. Lenis had begun to slow up a bit, and his footwork had finally begun to break down. Trak moved underneath a slash, and holding his sword above his head, defended while he tripped Lenis, touching the fallen man on his chest with the point of his blade.
His opponent turned red with fury. Lenis said something to Tembul.
“Lord Lenis doesn’t want this match to turn into a grudge match and has asked if you would give him a few minutes to recover.”
Trak shook his head. “No. He gets up and continues immediately or I will win.” Lenis almost certainly wanted time to incant another shield spell. “That’s how it is done in Pestle and Santasia.”
Ben translated for Rasia, who blurted, “And Colcan, as well,” in Pestlan.
“Up, Lord Lenis,” Tembul said as he proffered his hand. Lenis slapped it aside and rose to his feet. 
He glared at Trak and continued to use the same series of feints and thrusts. Trak jerked back time and again. Toryan fighting was very aggressive, but that aggression led to the fatigue he could now plainly see as Lenis introduced too many openings. Trak easily slid past a thrust and tapped his sword on Lenis’s shoulder. “That’s two.” He had to give Lenis a high grade for attack, but the man would never defeat the worst of Gio’s swordsmen. The Toryan technique did not match well with other styles.
Trak put out his hand to Lenis. “In other lands it is customary to touch hands as a way to show the match is over and the players wish each other well,” he said.
Tembul translated, and one of the other Toryans said something to Lenis, who grudgingly shook Trak’s hand before stalking out of the meadow. Now that the match was over, Trak recognized one of the men who had brought the swords as the one who had offered him a position in Kizru’s court.
“We underestimated you, boy,” the man said in Pestlan. “You should be the Court Champion, not the Magician. There is no one in Kizru who can handle a sword at your level,” he looked at the departing Lenis, “even a magician-swordsman.” He talked to the other Toryans who left the visitors and Tembul standing in the meadow. 
“Have you ever lost?” Neel said.
“To Misson, and I lost a few sparring matches under various unique circumstances to my classmates. Thanks to your instruction when I was younger, I became proficient in learning a number of weapons.”
“Me? I didn’t teach you all of those moves.”
Trak put his hand on Neel’s shoulder. “It’s not the moves that count, it’s the discipline of practicing all the forms for years and years. I don’t have to think to defend, just to pick apart my opponent’s weaknesses. The forms also helped make me into a decent magician, too.”
“Decent?” Ben snorted.
Tembul joined them after escorting the Toryans from the meadow. “You did yourself nothing but good. How did you overcome Lenis’s shield spell?”
“I thought you said no magic?”
Tembul grinned. “I knew he would cheat, and I wanted to see how you would handle him. He is one of the best men with a sword in Kizru, but he stretches the rules. It’s well known.”
“It’s a spell that I learned.” He looked at Honor. “It doesn’t require a pose, but you know how dangerous those kinds of spells are…”
“I do. That one seemed to make the shield slowly melt away,” Tembul said.
“Yes, call it my melting spell. I always worry that it will backfire.” Trak smiled a bit. “Maybe I can teach it to you when we are on the road to Bennin.”
“We?”
“I won’t go on that quest with Lenis as the only Toryan. I want someone I can trust.”
Tembul pulled at his lower lip. “You trust me?”
“More than Lenis, and I know I can beat you with a sword, too.” Trak grinned.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
~
FLOATING HIGH ABOVE A LARGE PASTURE, Valanna and Nullia looked down at nearly a thousand men drilling. Most of the men wore their own clothes and practiced with spears. Sandy had said that making spear points would be fast.
The muster had taken a week, and now that they had practiced for ten days, it was time to move north.
“Garono sends his congratulations,” Nullia said.
Valanna wondered about the intensity of the Senior Dalistro’s good wishes. They now had a real army. Navino had given Sandy command of the irregulars, as he called them.
“We have played enough, Nullia. It’s time for us to move northward. Sandy said he’s finally assembled enough supplies to get us all the way to Espozia.
“Then let’s get going. The two women separated and flew down to where Sandy and the Lieutenant monitored the training activities.
Sandy broke into a large smile. He wore a uniform of sorts, a dark blue coat with bright brass buttons and gray trousers with a black stripe down the outside of each pant leg. “We are to go now, correct?”
Valanna nodded her head. “We can collect more men along the way.”
“Indeed we can.” Sandy grinned. “What will you ladies be doing as we march?”
“Scouting,” Navino said. “They can cover much more ground than a mounted rider. What does it look like to the north?”
“All clear,” Nullia said. “There are no signs of an opposing force for ten leagues to the northwest.”
“And the same to the northeast,” Valanna said. “Our activities are not foolproof, however. We can’t see through the canopy of forests, but we can look for tracks leading into them.”
Sandy nodded his head. “So we should send out conventional scouts as well, then.”
“Its only prudent,” Navino said. “We’ll end the drills today and head out tomorrow morning.”
~
Valanna wondered why they couldn’t move as quickly as Navino’s original force. It seemed to take three or four times longer to get everyone marching on the road. Nullia had gone ahead and scouted to the northeast. Valanna would cover the west once every soldier marched out and every supply wagon began rolling north.
Just before midday, she rose to twenty stories and began her scouting. In a few hours, she had gone north far enough and began to head westward. She passed over a large forest, and when she got to the other side, she could see a procession of supply wagons, poking along the road. She noticed trampled earth on either side. 
She dared not hover any lower than her present altitude and returned above the forest. She could make out the clinking and rattling of armor and weapons and the faint noise of voices and animal sounds. Frustrated that she had no means to determine how many men were under the leaves of the forest she returned to the vanguard of her forces that had just passed the road that the oncoming army traveled.
Nullia hadn’t yet returned from her scouting, so Valanna landed her flyer on the cart that carried the platform and went to find Lieutenant Navino.
“A large force is heading toward us on the road you just passed. I couldn’t tell how many there are, but we might be outnumbered.”
Lieutenant Navino called a halt to the column. “We should confront them at the crossroads. The field is flat and that will give our opponent no advantages.”
“The men aren’t fully trained yet,” Sandy said rubbing his hands together with worry. He looked very anxious, nearly afraid. With his background, she didn’t expect that. Had he been discharged for cowardice?
Both men turned to Valanna. “What do you think, Miss Almond?” Sandy said. “They could chase us all the way to Teraviza and then raze the city. I suggest we draw them north to save the town. We should be able to move faster.”
“We’ll be cut off from our supplies if we do that, Sandy,” Navino said. “I say move south.” They both looked at Valanna. 
“Our mission lies to the north, but if we confront even the same number of trained troops with the fighters we have, we won’t prevail. I’m afraid—“ A shout from the column interrupted her as a rider emerged from the woods and began to head straight to them.
“An enemy! Shoot him down,” Sandy said. 
“No!” Valanna said. If the enemy sent them a messenger, they needed to know what was in the message. 
One of Sandy’s irregulars pulled on his bow and let fly with his arrow at the same time Valanna assumed the wind pose and blew the arrow off course. 
“We will see what he has to say. Even knowing false knowledge from our enemy might help us decide what to do,” Nullia said. It sounded right to Valanna.
Sandy mounted his horse and drew his sword. Why was he so intent on cutting down the messenger? Navino pulled on the horse’s reins, but Sandy’s horse shook Navino off. Sandy headed towards the rider with sword raised. 
Valanna sighed with resignation and blew Sandy and his horse down. The messenger pulled up perplexed, but then rode around him towards the Lieutenant.
“Let him by. He wears the scout uniform of Santasia!” Navino yelled. “Bring Sanda Pillora back as a prisoner. Tie him up, if you have to.”
“I bring a message from General Niamo and Senior Dalistro.” The scout dismounted and gave a leather message tube to the Lieutenant, after eyeing Valanna standing at his side.
Navino read the message and gave it to Valanna.
 
Lieutenant Navino,
 
A large rebel contingent is headed south towards Teraviza. I have sent two thousand men to fortify your column. You will relinquish overall command of the forces to Colonel Mirona. Valanna Almond and Nullia of the Guild remain the principals of the expedition.
 
General Adolphus Niamo
Senior Garono Dalistro
 
Sandy came back to them bound. 
“You recognized his uniform, didn’t you? You are a rebel,” Valanna said. “What about your men?”
Sandy gave her a smirking grin. “Fodder for our forces,” he said. “Give it up, Miss Almond. Master Riotro will never relinquish his lands. You are no match for the real magicians of Santasia.”
Nullia walked up to them after hearing Sandy’s last comment. Valanna could see the look of disappointment on her face. “You know nothing about magicians’ power.” She turned to Navino. “There is a force of a few thousand men two leagues ahead. I suggest that we make use of this terrain and fight them here tomorrow morning.”
“Our forces are less than that away,” the messenger said. “If I have your leave, Lieutenant, I will hasten their arrival.”
“I’ll fly to meet them,” Valanna said. “I suppose you know how to position your forces. I don’t know how many of Sanda’s men will stand up in a certain battle. I suggest that you meet with them and let any who don’t want to fight return to their homes.”
The Lieutenant nodded. “That’s my plan. I’m glad you concur. I may send them all back, if you don’t mind.”
“All but Sanda Pillora. I’d like the Colonel to talk to him.”
“So would I,” Navino said. “Can you bring back one of the Colonel’s officers to help me disposition the troops?”
~
Colonel Mirona watched the last of Sandy’s men disappear down the road, along with a set of guards to make sure they didn’t return to fight them from behind. Sanda Pillora sat bound and tied to a tree, surrounded by guards. The Colonel looked at Nullia and then at Sandy. “Do you know any truth spells?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said. Valanna could sense the anger in Nullia’s voice. “I also know a persuasion spell, but they only work while I hold the pose.”
“That will have to do. Let’s get this over with before we get any more surprises,” the Colonel said.
  Navino directed his own men in hastily constructing defenses along with most of the Colonel’s forces. They expected the enemy to reach them in less than half a day.
Sandy glared at them. His smiles and boisterous behavior disappeared, replaced by surliness. He had really fooled them. Valanna realized that abrupt changes in the political situation put people in positions where you couldn’t trust them. Even though she had been involved in spying and engaging in political missions, she’d never been confronted with something like this before. 
Before the rebellion and until his family had demanded him to work in the family business, Valanna understood that Sanda Pillora had filled an exemplary career. Navino had vouched time and again for him, but once Sandy made his decision to follow Riotro, he could no longer be treated as the same man, and in matters of allegiance, he could no longer be trusted. Without the war, would he have continued to be exemplary? His change of allegiance didn’t make him evil in Valanna’s eyes, but the fact that he was an enemy made him dangerous to any Loyalist.
As the Colonel questioned him under Nullia’s truth spell, she learned that many in Sandy’s family lived in the Ozitza section of Espozia. He followed his family into rebellion and had the task of making mischief if any forces came through Teraviza. They did learn that there were more Loyalists in the city than rebels. It made Valanna sad to hear it. Now Sandy had become the enemy and would be bound until the battle with the opposing force had ended.
The only good news from the interrogation was that the force coming to meet them was the only unit of any size that wasn’t thrown into the fight in the central plains of Santasia. That didn’t change the fact that men were going to be killed before nightfall.
Valanna’s only real exposure to battle had been watching in horror as Santasian forces tried to recapture Trak. She was horrified then and she was still horrified, but now she had means to fight back. Sandy had said there were magicians accompanying the army. Nullia hadn’t talked a great deal about using magic to fight. There were others in the Magicians Guild who enjoyed it, not that Santasia had done a lot of fighting in recent times.
She pulled the Colonel aside. “How are magicians used in a battle?”
Colonel Mirona looked her over. “Protection of officers, diversions like throwing a few fireballs or knocking down a few trees. I’ve met Nullia before. Get her, and we will see how we can use you. I’ve got four magicians with my forces. With two powerful ladies, we might be able to add a few tricks to surprise the rebels.
Once they settled down on a grassy knoll, not far from the activities of creating defenses on the crossroads, the magicians shared their ranks. Nullia ranked highest, and then surprisingly, the others accepted Nullia’s claim that Valanna was at least a Dark Red. Two Blues and a Green and a Dark Yellow rounded out Mirona’s contingent. 
After introductions, Nullia admitted that she had only met the Green. The other three came from the guild in Mozira. She asked the others what kind of poses they used fighting. 
“Mostly shielding the officers,” one of the Blues said. “If we cast much in the way of lightning, fire, or wind, we lose the ability to protect the leaders.”
“And the enemy? Have you fought them? What poses do the magicians use?” Valanna said, not particularly pleased that her prime purpose might be protecting Mirona’s officer corps.
“We’ve only engaged the enemy once, as a group, and they fought us principally with fire and lighting. They ran out of energy rather quickly, thank goodness.”
She remembered Trak’s inability to stop her abductors as they tried to flee from Santasian magicians when he had exhausted his ability to channel power. Valanna looked at Nullia. She hoped the alarm didn’t show on her face. Nullia, for her part, looked a bit out of sorts herself.
They had to do more than just shield others. Valanna thought for a moment, but Nullia spoke first. “Who among you are strongest with wind?”
A Blue and the Green claimed to be strongest.
“Then you two come with Valanna and I. You two can continue to protect the Colonel and his staff,” Nullia said, dismissing the weaker magicians.
“There is no sense fighting what Colonel Mirona sees as a privilege of rank, being shielded,” Nullia said quietly to Valanna as they led the other two magicians over to their platforms. She looked at Valanna to explain what they would be doing, but the woman led them over to the two carts where the platforms sat.
Valanna felt a little flustered because Nullia and she hadn’t discussed any details.
“We will use these flying platforms to view the course of the battle and to rain down spells onto the enemy. Two magicians are needed to use the platform properly. One to use offensive spells and the other to move the platform. That way we can maneuver as we go, and that will keep us safer, not to mention with two we can be more effective until our energy runs down.”
“You will teach us how to use these?”
Nullia shook her head. “We don’t have time to show you how to raise the platform, but we can teach you how to use wind to move it. Basically you cast your wind in the opposite direction of where you want to go, and that essentially pushes the flying platform along.”
“Ingenious,” the Green said. “I know Riotro has no idea about these.”
“It’s a Colcanan pose that keeps the platform constantly aloft at a certain altitude. We don’t move up and down very much to preserve our power for the wind pose. We need to practice now,” Valanna said, climbing up on the platform. The Blue followed her. Nullia and the Green stood on the other one.
“Let’s go up one story to practice,” Nullia said.
The Blue jumped and just about upset Valanna’s platform when she brought it up one story from the ground. 
She noticed the wide, fear-filled eyes of the Blue. “You have to remain calm. Pretend this is like a boat that could be upset if you make abrupt movements,” she said.
“Boat. A boat?” He relaxed. “I can relate to that. Now what do I do?”
Valanna assumed the wind pose, one foot in front of the other with one arm straight out and the other bent at an angle. She pointed her palms directly away from Valanna’s body with the fingers together pointed straight up. Valanna quietly said a power word, and the platform drifted away from where her palms pointed. 
“See? I squirt the wind behind me. We float along for a bit on the same pulse. I can move my palms a bit to the right and left to turn, but if you try to turn sharp, the pose breaks down. Watch.”
The Blue assumed her pose, but didn’t utter a power word as he mimicked Valanna’s pose. “Easy enough,” he said. “The resistance of the air and the wind dictates how fast and which direction you will go.”
Valanna nodded. “If you stand on the edge of the platform, it will rotate, so you can make sharper turns with multiple poses.” She demonstrated turning the platform around to face the other direction. “Once you are in the air and flying, you don’t need to turn abruptly, you just make a large circle.”
They discussed the intensity of the wind that needed to be produced and how best to move the flyer. 
“Just keep your wind level, and we’ll do fine,” Valanna said.
She let the Blue move the platform. His eagerness to do something new obviously fought with his fear of flying above the ground. Once he was proficient enough, she took the flyer up to twenty stories.
“That’s a long way down,” he said.
Valanna agreed. “We have straps for your feet and the railing. Make sure you keep one foot strapped in at all times and there is the pole for you to lean against. The spell on the platform keeps us at this altitude until I use another pose to move it up or down. Descent is gradual enough.”
He quickly adapted to the altitude and began to move the platform around with increasing confidence. After Nullia reached the same altitude, the two magicians were able to follow each other over the battlefield.
“Let’s do some reconnoitering,” Valanna said, pointing north from where she thought the enemy would come. She waved to Nullia and pointed northward. Soon both platforms floated about the rebel army.
A few arrows clattered against the underside of her flyer, but at this height, the arrows had lost the ability to penetrate the wood of the platform and fell to earth. Maybe the returning arrows could injure a rebel enough to keep them out of the fight to come.
Valanna let the Blue fly them back to Colonel Mirona. “They are still a distance away,” Valanna said. “We need to practice a little more.”
They rose into the air, and Valanna led them to a rock jumble out of sight. “I want to practice offensive measures,” she said. “We’ll go up ten stories, and I’ll see what I can manage as a spell.”
“Why do you measure our height in stories?”
Valanna wondered if the lift spells were secret, so she shrugged her shoulders. “That’s just the way the Colcanans call the height power words. There is only the one pose and various power words that will bring the platform to a certain level.” That would have to be enough of a reason.
Looking down at the rocks, she pulled out her wand a bit and used a lightning pose. It successfully washed over the rocks, but Valanna caught herself reeling from the effort. The end of her wand smoked. What had Trak told her on their escape to the ship, long months ago? Pulses. That was it.
She threw a short bolt of lightning, closing her hand just as soon as the lightning coalesced in front of her wand and then she quickly changed the position of her hand, cutting off the flow. 
She smiled as the pulse splintered a shard from the rock she pointed to. No reeling and actually this would be more accurate. She did the same thing with her fire pose. Pulses worked. She tried to emulate a gust of wind, but it didn’t work as well. She thought about the spell and realized that a wind spell required a bit more time to gather up the energy to push the flyer.
“Let’s return to the camp and rest,” she said.
The Blue nodded. They had been stationery for most of the testing, and he easily blew them back.
Nullia had already returned, so Valanna let her know about pulses. Both of them felt better about being able to maintain a fighting presence in the sky, as long as a lightning or fire spell didn’t hit their platforms. Valanna wished they had one end of a linked pair with them, so she could share her new insights with Asem and Kulara
The four magicians reunited for their midday meal. Valanna and Nullia ate with Lieutenant Navino, getting an update on the fortifications for the battle.
“I worry what kind of damage Sandy has wrought on my uniformed troops,” the Lieutenant said. “I don’t remember him sympathizing with his Ozitzian cousins. I sat in on plenty of conversations between my father and him.” He glanced over at Sandy, sitting against a tree, bound hand and foot.
“Worry?” Valanna said. “I wonder. Let’s have a little chat with Sandy.” She rose from sitting on the ground and helped Nullia up before Navino had a chance. “Follow me.”
Sandy looked up as they approached. “I have nothing to say to you.” His charm seemed to have deserted him in captivity.
Valanna looked down at him and pointed her finger. “Worry!”
Sandy immediately slumped. 
“What have you done?” Navino said, kneeling to see if Sandy was still alive.
“It’s a spell that can disarm another spell. It takes a bit of time for the spell to end and for the person to recover.”
“You know the word?” Nullia said the obvious. 
“I do and have used it successfully before with Honor Fidelia.” 
Nullia nodded. “I forgot you spent time with her, saving Trak.”
“Do you think he would faint if he hadn’t been ensorcelled by Riotro?” Valanna said.
“No. I’ve seen Trak use it before on the Absorption Spell that the Magicians Guild uses.”
Valanna turned to Navino, who looked totally lost by what they said.
“His attitude may change when he wakes up. Have a thorough conversation with him,” Valanna said. She turned to Nullia. “What is the range of the worry spell? We might have the means of temporarily disabling Riotro’s minions, if they all react like Sandy.”
Nullia’s eyes widened, and then she gave Valanna a cold smile. “I don’t know, but it is worth a try. We just can’t use it on our own magicians. Some magicians never regain their wits once the Absorption spell is reversed, that I know. We don’t want to disable our own people.”
Sanda began to stir. He lifted up and immediately put his hand to his forehead. “What happened?”
“We think you were put under a persuasion spell,” Nullia said. “How do you feel about the rebel cause?”
He blinked his eyes a few times and squinted. “I see what has happened. My cousin, accompanied by Riotro, visited me three months ago.” Sanda nodded his head. “That must have been when he threw a spell on me. I’m not a committed Loyalist or a rebel, like most of us who don’t live in central Santasia, but Finny is a rebel, through and through. I started following her orders after that.” Sanda shook his head. “I have done something very wrong.” He smiled with the glimmer of his old self. “I’ll have to ask your forgiveness. I have behaved like a fool, Palo,” he looked at Navino, who nodded.
“You certainly have and would have gotten me killed.”
Valanna still didn’t trust the man, but now she had to spread word about the Persuasion spell being used to turn Loyalists against the rebels. “Do we have a means to get a message to General Niamo?”
Navino nodded. “The Colonel has some birds, or we could send a rider southwest.”
“Let’s do both. We can use the worry spell to clean out hidden rebel sympathizers.”
Bugles began to blow throughout the camp. “The enemy must be closing in,” Navino said. “I have to see to my men.” He looked down at Sandy and gave his former friend a grim smile. “I’m sorry, you’ll have to remain tied up until all of this is over.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
~
THE THREE TORYAN-MADE FLYERS FLEW over the vast forest that covered the foothills and the mountains on the western side of Santasia. As Trak looked down, he noticed scattered villages and towns carved into the never-ending canopy. 
“Those are Toryans?” he asked Tembul, who manipulated the wind.
“They are.”
“But there aren’t many fields. How do you provide for your people?”
Tembul lowered his hands and the flyer stopped moving. “I can’t talk and keep this pose, Trak. Most towns are connected to hidden valleys further up the mountains. Our people don’t rely on grain for sustenance as much as others do. We haven’t gone past any since they are further west. Scouts like myself ensure that they are kept alone.”
“I don’t remember seeing any of these on my way here.” Trak scratched his head.
“You traveled a bit further east,” Tembul smiled. “See how the land dips down. There is a massive shelf that runs along the entire mountain range. We mostly live up on the shelf and you traveled below it.”
Trak looked out and noticed the abrupt change in the height of the tops of the trees. He hadn’t been paying as much attention to the topography as he should have. Trak could imagine Misson would scold him for missing such an observable feature in the land. 
“When we traveled on foot to Kizru we were below the shelf?”
Tembul nodded. “Perhaps you need to spend a bit more time observing your surroundings, young man. Your education has not finished.”
After looking out at the countryside, Trak shook his head. “It hasn’t, has it?”
“I must catch up with the others,” Tembul said as he assumed the wind pose. “Hang on to your support.”
Once they had caught up to the other two flyers, Tembul had Trak motion them to descend down to the central square of a village.
The flyers attracted a crowd. Trak could only hear comments babbled in the Toryan language. If he spent any more time in the country, he’d have to learn at least a few words.
Tembul and Lenis walked up to a group of gawkers and began to speak.
“They are introducing us as foreign magicians fighting for Torya,” Neel said speaking in Trak’s ear. “I’m beginning to remember a bit more of the language I grew up with. Don’t tell anyone, eh?” He winked and walked back over to Able.
Trak turned to look at their group. Neel, Honor and Rasia fit in where Trak and Able stuck out with their lighter complexions and lighter hair. He wondered if any of the villagers had seen anyone with light hair before. Like all of the inhabitants of the Cokasan continent, the Toryans in front of them had darker hair and skin. 
Lenis turned and glared at him and then turned back, making Trak feel isolated. The Toryan was only a few years older, but without a command of the Toryan language, Trak felt helpless and more like a child than a man.
He missed Pestle for the first time in quite a while. He missed working at The Blunted Sword, keeping Able’s little farm up and working with horses. What had he become? Sometimes he felt just as grown up as the rest of those with him, but right now, with Tembul and Lenis speaking an unknown language, he felt younger than his near-eighteen years. 
Tembul turned to Trak. “There are Kandannans already leaking across the southern pass that the Santasians call Dianza. I think we need to head west and see if we can help them. What do you think?”
Tembul looked directly at him. What did he think? Trak noticed that the others focused on him. He underwent a sudden loss of confidence and looked around. “I don’t care. We will have to come back this way, in any event. Perhaps prevention is better than letting them come further?” Trak posed it as a question rather than a decision.
Ben walked up and put his hand on Trak’s shoulder. “That’s a good way of putting it. See the Kandannans as a disease to treat early so it doesn’t fester.”
Neel nodded and the rest followed. Trak’s question ended up being a decision. Luck.
“We have an army unit of five hundred men and women stationed just below the pass. If we rest up tonight, we can arrive before the day ends tomorrow,” Tembul said.
“I don’t care where we go, Tembul,” Lenis said, pointedly ignoring the rest of the group. “We will leave early.” Tembul translated. Lenis said it as if he were in charge. Trak just assumed they’d be leaving early in any case.
“There is a visitor’s house in this village that will shelter us all. I suggest that we move the flyers out of the common area,” Tembul said.
Trak was thankful for Tembul’s words breaking the awkward silence that ensued after Lenis’s command.
Unlike in Kizru, where they slept on beds similar to everyone else, the Toryans in the village seemed to sleep on the floor with a soft woven mat beneath them. It took an hour or more for Trak to get used to the arrangement, but he finally slipped into a fitful slumber and felt relieved when Honor shook him awake in the early dawn.
Provisions had already been piled by their flyers along with a number of leather tubes for messages. Few Toryans were about, but a better-dressed Toryan conferred quietly with Tembul, who clapped the man on his shoulder and walked towards their growing group.
“They were going to send a messenger into the mountains this morning. These dispatches came from Kizru last night. They left the capital a week before we did.” Tembul looked at the pile. “Delivering these will help explain our unexpected appearance.”
The others finally arrived, and after downing hot soup to ward off the morning chill, all three flyers were soon high above the treetops flying in a line, led by Tembul and Trak. All of the magicians switched their duties. Trak delivered the wind, following Tembul’s navigational instructions.
Trak slowly turned his head, hoping he wouldn’t break the wind spell’s effects. “We’ll spend all day heading in the same direction?”
Tembul nodded. “We’ll switch off at midday after a rest stop. I know just the place.”
The sun had already passed the top of its daily arc when Tembul directed Trak to land in a valley. The place looked like a jumble of vine-covered rocks. When they landed, he could see that they stopped in the midst of a vast array of ruins. Blocks of stone lay in all kinds of positions, small and large. Trak could sense antiquity here. 
A stream ran among the blocks, cutting a pace-high bank through the soil that covered the ruins.
“We can stop here for an hour or so,” Tembul said in Santasian. “Do you know of this place, Lenis?”
“Rezuri?”
Tembul nodded. “The ancient capital of Torya, destroyed by the hordes from Vashta fifteen hundred years ago. Their magicians knew no respect for our history and spent two years laying waste to our capital. Hundreds of thousands of Toryans lived in this valley, the center of our culture. Most of them died here. Once that happened, we disbanded into the forest and revenged our dead brothers and sisters, bit-by-bit, year by year. Now, few brave our forests and fewer leave Torya.”
Lenis glared at Trak and then at Able and the rest. “Outsiders are not welcome,” he said in badly accented Santasian.
“Most outsiders,” corrected Tembul. “These few have the protection of the king, Lenis. Do not forget that. Nellus and Trak both have Toryan blood flowing through their veins, despite their appearance.”
“Half-breeds.”
Trak had had enough of Lenis’s angry stare. “Quarter breed, here, I’m afraid. It has only made me stronger.”
Tembul laughed. “He tells the truth. You’ve tried him once and failed. It will only happen again and again.”
Those were words Lenis obviously didn’t want to hear. He grabbed the food that Able had been getting out of his flyer and stalked out of sight.
“Full breeds,’ Neel said. “He makes me wonder how you could ever stop the Vashtans from invading the forests.”
“That’s what we get for creating Kizru. If I were king, and I’m not, I would make a stronger Torya, like it is everywhere else.” Tembul looked in the direction that Lenis had gone. “For some, civilization burns out a properly humble attitude, but for others, living among many cultures brings a better life to all.”
 “I’d agree with that if everyone pursued peace, but that isn’t the case right now,” Neel said. “Why did we stop here? To see a grand failure of the past?”
Tembul shook his head. “Eat your fill and I will show you.”
Trak couldn’t help but bolt his midday meal down, but as fast as he ate, the others took more time and he had to wait. He rose from the ground and paced around the clearing. It might have been a city square, long ago. Pulling his sword out, he scraped away some of the vines on a block that was as tall as he. Dirt filled the carved decorations. He noticed that the edges of the block were rounded and shaped. The edge reminded him of some of the Kizru buildings. He tried to imagine a city much larger than Kizru filled with that distinctive architecture, but his imagination couldn’t support his desire.
“Come,” Tembul said, getting up from sitting on the ground. “Let’s put what’s left away, so when we return we can leave immediately. We still should reach our forces before nightfall.”
They followed Tembul, who seemed to know his way around the ruins. He led them to a huge pile of stones. Around the other side, he slipped into an opening. Cracked stairs led them down from the surface. Holes in the rocks above illuminated their journey. The vines began to thin and the passage opened up to reveal a stone floor. Toryans, not too long ago, had cleared the floor to reveal a vast mosaic. 
Trak could see the outlines of the coast of Santasia as he had seen drawn on a map.
“Here is the best representation of Torya, the continent that you call Cokasan.” Tembul crouched down and traced part of the coastline. “Our people covered the entire continent. We even had desert people living in the vast deserts of western Kandanna. No more. This map is as good as any I have seen and is the equal, even today, of any copies we have in Kizru.”
He pointed to a spot. “We are here.”
The appearance of a network of ancient roads surprised Trak. He didn’t think the Santasians used the same routes. “Where did the roads go?”
“My ancestors, who fled from Vashtan, ripped them up and used them to build,” Ben said. “I suppose they never took this ruin because of its remote location. There are quarries all over the continent that would be easier to mine than transporting these blocks through the mountains.”
“We can’t move them even now,” Lenis said, suddenly appearing on the steps leading down to the map room.
Tembul shook his head. “These stones weigh tons. Our flyers weigh no more than any of us. No one has the power to lift them. We’ve all tried at one time or another.” Tembul laughed at the memory. “Well, now you’ve seen something most Toryans never have. Who knows what other wonders lay underneath the ruins. This was rediscovered by scouts a hundred years ago and when we come this way, we’ve always done a bit more cleaning when we visit.” He gave them a wistful smile and raised his eyebrows. “But not today. It’s time to go.”
They all left the map chamber. Trak drifted behind them and wondered how much power he had. He stood on a stone block about the size of the flyer but nearly as tall as himself. He climbed on top and made the lift pose and invoked the power word to raise the block one story. 
The block shifted and trembled and suddenly broke free of its union with the earth and rose up three paces or so. Trak immediately assumed a wind pose to transport the block to the square where their flyers lay. He thought of Tembul’s words about humility and felt ashamed by his impulse to show the others. He lowered the stone and ran forward to catch up. 
He found Neel just ahead. 
“I thought you’d try something like that. You are not one to miss out on a challenge, are you? My son continues to impress me.” He ruffled Trak’s hair, but didn’t say a word about observing Trak move the stone to any of the others.
~
Trak lay in a tent, looking at the pattern of branches sway with the wind as the moon cast shadows on the fabric roof. Tembul had to plead with the commander of the forces to let them join them. In the end, Trak and he rose high into the air and dropped stones to the earth to show that they could do more than fly around like birds.
Tomorrow, the three of them would fly up to the pass and over into Kandanna to see what forces were arrayed against them. Trak and Tembul would take an officer to scout out places where they could stop up the pass with blasts of magic. If they did that, rubble would fill the pass. Perhaps they could do enough to stop the Kandannans while the Loyalists re-captured Espozia.
Trak thought of the block that he had moved. If he could direct large enough boulders into the pass, the Kandannans would have a hard time clearing it away. He didn’t know of a spell that he could use to move the rock without him standing on it mimicking a lift. He’d the rest of the night to think about any alternatives. Sleep took him before he came to any other solutions. 
He still hadn’t solved the problem and became frustrated while he stood in a long line for breakfast along with the Toryan soldiers. Officers mixed in with the regular fighters. Able joined him while they shuffled towards the folding tables that held bread, porridge and some hot drink that steamed from cauldrons by the side of the tables.
“How are you holding up, Trak? We haven’t had much time to talk, just the two of us,” Able said with a smile. 
“I’ve learned a lot about myself, Father.” Trak picked up a metal plate and cup. The Toryans made things differently than other cultures. He liked the rolled edges and the shape of the curving open-ended handle of the cup. “I have a lot of abilities and have enough presence of mind to use them, but in other ways, I’m still not a full adult.”
“It’s plain you’ve got some filling out to do,” Able said as he slopped some porridge in his bowl.
Trak laughed. “That’s not what I mean. I need more life experiences, I think. Everything has been too easy for me.”
Able raised his eyebrows. “That is an astute observation, my lad. There will be plenty of life experiences, fighting in this war. More than I’d like, I’m afraid,” he said. “Life in Greenbrook wasn’t easy, but there weren’t the challenges you’ve faced already with the Magicians Guild and the Colcannons wanting your neck.”
“I wonder if the Toryans are the next to toss me out.”
That brought a chuckle from Able. “We are all as good as tossed. I talked to Neel when we were back in Kizru.” He pressed his lips together and dipped his cup in the hot cauldron, drawing up a hot spiced fruit drink. He took a sip. “Like fresh pressed cider, but I’m not familiar with the fruit.”
Trak tasted out of his own cup. “Peaches?” He shook his head. “Probably a mix of things. No alcohol, though.”
Able smiled. “Maybe they save this up for winter. Their ale is like the bilge water I smelled on the voyage over from Pestle. Let’s find a more secluded spot, so we can speak more easily.” He led Trak to the edge of the forest, and then in until he found a fallen log large enough for them to sit on.
“You were saying about talking to Neel in Kizru.”
Able bit into the small roll of bread and sipped some more of his hot drink. “I did,” he said after he swallowed. “He told me not to believe in any of the Toryans’ promises. They are honest enough amongst themselves like any other people, but they don’t treat outsiders with the same honesty. We are beneath them. That’s why he thinks they’ve never integrated with the Santasians or the Colcanans.”
“Tembul is different.”
That brought a dubious look to Able’s face. “What makes you think that? As soon as he could he put you under with a pose, he did.”
“What about showing us the ruins? You can tell hardly anyone goes there.”
“I’ll admit that’s a point in your favor, Trak. I’m not saying they’ll stick a knife in your back, but you have to be on your guard. We all do.”
Trak nodded. Ever since he had left Pestledown, when had he ever not been on his guard? He put his arm around his stepfather. “Thanks. I have missed being with you. I hope I haven’t caused you too much distress.”
“Just not knowing how you are doing. I suppose any parent, or uncle, feels the same way once their kids have left home. Neel’s been more anxious than I have, though. He used to walk around the inn like a caged mountain lion worrying about you.”
“Did someone mention my name?” Neel said, approaching them from the direction of the camp.
“Able said you were anxious about me.”
Neel sat next to Able on the other side of the log and took a few spoonfuls of porridge and washed them down with a sip of the hot fruit drink. He nodded. “When have I not been anxious about you? Once Galinda’s brother put the finger on you, just a few months before you received your inheritance, I’ve been in a perpetual state of anxiety. You don’t know how much work I had to do in the shadows to make things happen right for you. Working with Snively to get the inheritance structured properly, contacting Coffin Cricket and the rest. Not everything has been happenstance, although enough of it worked out that way.”
“Did you hire Honor Fidelia?”
Neel shook his head. “She recruited magicians for the Santasian Magicians Guild while she lived in Pestledown. She made sure that most of her recruits went to Mozira, not Espozia. Honor looked at her work as saving lives, even though they would be absorbed into the Magicians Guild. Her presence in Pestledown…” Neel took another swig of his drink. “That was providence. I’m just glad she took an extra special liking to you, or you would be fighting Riotro along with the rest of the Moziran magicians. Hell, we’ve all taken a liking to you, Trak.”
“I’ve taken quite a liking to her, but especially to my two fathers,” Trak said, his voice a bit unsteady. “Just be patient with me. I’m still a teenager and at some point…”
“At some point, you’ll become a full man,” Able said, with a smile.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
~
ASEM CLUTCHED THE RAILING ON THE FLYER and looked down at the rebel forces camped below them. Being above the tops of any trees allowed them to fly at night, although he still feared running into something in the dark. At least the armies traveled right through the central plains, the heart of Santasia.
According to his rough count, the rebel forces were larger, but less orderly. He could plainly see where their trained forces camped by the uniform spaces of the fires and the vague outlines of the camp. The rabble camped haphazardly and made up about two-thirds of Riotro’s army. Asem wouldn’t permit such a thing if he ran the rebels. He’d sprinkle the veterans with the common soldiers to get everyone trained up to a higher level. Confident soldiers won wars.
The Ferezan warriors, his people, had no shortage of confidence, but they always had a shortage of men. Women were not permitted to fight in Warish. Once King Marom’s father, Asem’s uncle, made the intensive effort to unite the desert people, the Sultan of Balbaam ruled a corrupt and chronically weak Warish. Even now, the Warish didn’t have the forces to invade Pestle and keep it; hence the Long War as his uncle had always called it, working to weaken his enemy from within. 
The Long War had just about ended. Another few years and Warishian warriors would be able to ride in and take over. Pestle would whimper, but most would welcome the change. Prince Nez might have made such a thing possible in the next year, but he had listened to his own counsel too much and his father had to kill him in an assassination attempt. Nez’s demise left no one suitable for the Pestlan throne, not that the prince had ever been suitable in the first place, Asem had always thought.
As soon as the Espozian revolt ended, Asem would take Kulara and Valanna back to Warish, but that action would be for another day.
“Let’s head west to see if we can see any evidence of the Kandannans,” he said to Kulara. Asem barely had the ability to lift the flyer. He had to rely on his second wife to fly and he smiled at the thought. Kulara thrived on challenges and relished situations where she could show just how proficient she was. Asem always thought they were a very good team. He smiled as he saw the fires pass beneath until they were all left behind.
They flew until Kulara stopped her pose. “Time to rest. We must be ten or more leagues to the west of both armies. There is nothing out here but the lights of villages and one small city. Nothing else but the occasional cluster of farms.”
Asem nodded, but it was almost too dark for Kulara to see him since clouds covered the moon. “No Kandannans to flank the General’s army, at present. Let’s head back.”
The trip eastward bored Asem, but he recognized the need for patience long ago in his line of clandestine work for King Marom. He wondered how Valanna and Nullia fared in the east. No one expected them to run into any trouble. Niamo had ordered the small column north in order to attract any scattered rebel units.
He spotted the Loyalist camp. Fires made up a large square in front of the General’s tent. Officer’s Commons, Misson called it. All of the staff officers’ tents lined an assembly area. “Get us over the square and I’ll get us down.”
As soon as Kulara had the flyer stopped in front of the general’s tent, Asem posed the spell of descent.  He found it easier to get the flyer to descend than rise. They landed and drew a crowd of officers. General Niamo pushed his way to the front.
“What did you see?” the General said. 
“Your western flank is clear for leagues. The army is massed to your north, just west a bit. We could barely see the road, but I would imagine they follow it,” Asem said. Two-thirds of the army is rabble, untrained and likely under-armed. The other third had orderly camps. I would tally the total to be less than double your size. Late tomorrow or the next day, we will confront their vanguard if we move north and they south at the same pace.”
Niamo pinched his lips with his thumb and forefinger. “Come off of that cursed perch and show me on the map inside,” he said and then turned without another word. Asem obediently followed.
Misson and Garono Dalistro, along with officers he had met before and a few he hadn’t, played with markers on a map hastily drawn on a large tanned skin taking up all of a large square table.
“Can you show us on this?” Misson said. “We have drawn a large map and have picked the brains of everyone we could to make it match the reality up ahead.” 
Misson pointed to a cluster of wooden blocks, some stained red and others unstained. Asem could see that the unstained pieces represented the Loyalists. Asem picked up a stained piece and found the bottom unstained, so he turned it over.
“Let’s call this one a trained troop.” He began flipping pieces over and dug the arrangement of the fires out of his head. As he perused the map, he could see where the troops must be positioned. They were indeed along the road that ran north and a bit west. 
“The trained troops are here.” He began putting the markers in order. “The untrained troops are arrayed like this.” The markers with the stained tops were arranged in a much more haphazard fashion.”
Niamo grunted. “So you think the rabble is not under military authority?” 
Asem looked up. “Just because they don’t know how to set up a camp?”
“Precisely. No one in my army would permit a camp of that size organized without a plan.”
Asem thought of his view of Niamo’s camp. He could clearly see straight lines and organization, even at the edges. “Ah.” He had learned something of waging war that had not even dawned on him in Warish. “They can’t defend the perimeter of the camp, is that it?” he said in his heavily accented Santasian.
Misson chuckled. “I would have thought the Warish knew that.”
Asem’s face burned. Misson now knew a Warishian weakness, but it wouldn’t matter. The strategy to defeat Pestle didn’t require battles of any size. He should have known better than to make that observation. He drove fingernails into his palms as penance, angry with himself.
“Live and learn,” Asem said as casually as he could. “Would you risk fighting them at night?”
Niamo nodded. “We will back up tomorrow to a better-suited battleground, just enough to let them get closer, and then we will force the untrained rebels into the military camp and bottle them up.”
“Stop,” Bonigo said. “What if Riotro leads the non-military faction? Could this be a trap?”
Garono Dalistro pointed around the back of the camp. “If we come at them in a bunch, a spell thrown by a posed magician can have a devastating effect, but if we are spread out, even Riotro can’t stop us all.”
Asem immediately saw what Garono meant. “Of course. Then you don’t need to send your entire force.” He looked down at the map for a choke point and found one. “This river and this line of woods narrows. Even if they come at us full-force we can meet them and be confident of no kind of flanking maneuver.”
“Indeed,” Niamo said. “Men, we retreat to here and prepare to fight the rebels at the place Asem has so adroitly pointed out.” He looked at his officers standing around the table. “Take your fastest units and deploy them as if the enemy will set up camp in roughly the same configuration that Asem saw. We will cut the rabble from behind while our main lines will attack them head on.”
~
Asem left the tent to find Kulara. She had gone to their tent. Asem opened the flap to see her kneeling in front of a low table filled with meat and side dishes. He grinned.
“This looks like home,” Asem said. Although spices did not quite smell the same, the way Kulara prepared their food looked just like it would have had he entered a desert tent. “You have outdone yourself.”
She laughed. “The camp cook responds well to my death threats. I taught him how to cut the vegetables and the meat, and I did the rest.”
After kissing his second wife, Asem knelt down and let Kulara slap sauce on a small flat disc of bread and fill it with meat and vegetables, never too much. She put it to his mouth and fed him. Asem couldn’t help but grunt in delight at the experience. He’d tasted more authentic food, but that was only part of the experience. 
He quickly told her of the order of battle that would begin at dusk tomorrow. “You have done well today,” he said
“And I will tonight. There is battle tomorrow and we must make sure we both know what we fight for.”
~
The wind picked up since Valanna had lifted the flyer up twenty stories. She could see the enemy arrayed below, making their way to the battlefield the Colonel had prepared. Three of the magicians held tight to the vertical support of the flyer. The three remaining magicians sat on Nullia’s flyer some distance away. 
She put the flyer down in the forest. Ten men jumped out from the edge of the small meadow with their arms filled with enemy uniforms. Another band of scouts would be meeting at the same time with Nullia and her magicians on the other side of the army.
They all changed their clothes. Even Valanna put a uniform on, although it didn’t fit her well at all. Few would notice in the march to battle. Her unit of fourteen would split up into four groups and make their way through the enemy ranks to where magicians marched and administer the ‘worry’ spell all along the way. Even if they were committed to Riotro after they came out from under the Adoption spell, magicians would be incapacitated for the duration of the battle. Any ‘Persuaded’ soldiers, like Sanda Pillora, would find their true minds again. 
Nullia and Valanna had talked about what they would do the previous night. They both admitted their fears and held each other’s hands as they went over their strategy and how their work would save lives in spite of the grave danger their actions would put them in.
In less than half an hour Valanna walked out of the forest, surrounded by disguised Loyalists, heading in the same direction as the rest of the army to begin their work. Valanna would head for the center of the column, and the other two groups would range closer to the edges. 
As they walked, the ranks behind them began to become disorganized as the spells began to wear off. Magicians would faint away and those ‘persuaded’ began to stagger as the worry spell did its work.
Keeping their heads down and walking a little faster than the army in general, no one paid attention to them as they made their way slowly to the front. Valanna passed a group of eleven magicians joking and denigrating the common soldiers. Their condescending attitude made it easy to make quick work of them. She hurried forward to be gone from them when their Adoption Spell would wear off.
She wanted to congratulate the three men who accompanied her, but they were to say nothing as the walked along. The head of the army was just ahead. Valanna spotted Nullia getting closer.
Valanna broadcast her worry spell as forcefully as she could. Of the three officers leading the army, two of them began to shake their heads in their saddles. It wouldn’t be long before they fainted. She looked over at Nullia, who nodded and they began to slow up and let the army move past them, continuing their incessant incantation of ‘worry’.
“Time to turn around,” she said to her companions. 
One of them called, “Make way! We bring a message to the rear of the column!” 
Valanna followed the men in her unit as they quickly moved to the rear. She kept pointing and saying worry to every officer and non-uniformed person she could as they headed back. They had nearly reached the point where they had exited the forest when she noticed a commotion up ahead. A Santasian officer had detained one of her magicians in the group on the other side of Nullia. Before she could reach them, the magician threw a fireball at the officer and began to run. He saw her and headed straight towards Nullia, but before he could reach her, a mounted soldier cut him down.
With her heart in her throat, she fought off growing panic and slowed down gradually moving to the side of the column, and her group followed her out of the march, slipping into the woods.
She looked back for signs of pursuit but didn’t see any, so the four of them walked purposefully and didn’t break into a run until they were totally out of sight. Valanna had no idea where the flyer was, but her men were scouts, and soon she stood by her platform. Her mission had been completed, but a valuable Blue-level magician had been killed. She would have to leave the Green in the midst of the soldiers. They hadn’t planned to return to the flyer until after the battle, but Valanna felt she had to get back to Colonel Mirona. 
One of the scouts joined her on her flyer, and rose with her into the air. She could see swirls of activity among the soldiers. The worry spell didn’t work at the same speed on everyone, and that would only help confuse the enemy more. 
She did know that she had incapacitated thirty or more magicians, more than making up for the loss of the Blue, but that didn’t erase the horror on the face of the magician when he frantically spotted Nullia, his last view of an ally. Valanna didn’t see how she could ever forget the look of fear on the magician’s face.
She assumed her wind pose and flew west for a bit before heading south to Mirona’s army. The enemy vanguard was less than a league away, much closer than she would have thought, but it had stopped. Perhaps the officers in the front had finally fainted.
She lowered the flyer and flew over the heads of a friendly army. Men raised their hands in greeting. She spotted the Colonel and stopped the flyer close by, letting the soldiers create a space for her flyer in their midst.
“Success, but at a cost,” Valanna said. “We lost a Blue robe, at least. We have slowed them up and neutralized most of their magicians and a number of soldiers, but they are still heading this way.” She remembered that she and her companion still wore rebel uniforms. “I have to change, if you’ll excuse me. Any sign of Nullia?”
“Not yet. Get some rest and something to eat. You’ll be using your powers in a different way before long, and don’t forget to change out of that uniform,” the Colonel said. He beckoned the scout to follow him into his tent. Valanna started to follow, but decided that the scout would be better at maps than she, anyway.
Valanna gave the man a little bow, which was her version of a military salute and sought out her tent. She passed a mess line along the way and picked up some food, bringing it with her, and collapsed on her blankets. She didn’t know how long she slept, but Nullia nudged her with a toe. 
“I’m more than happy to see you, Valanna. We all successfully retreated to the flyer when that poor magician bolted.” Nullia shook her head. “I’m rather glad they killed him out-of-hand, or he might have exposed the rest of us.” She sat down on her own blankets and began to eat. 
Valanna looked at her uneaten tray of food and sat up, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. That gave her some time to recover from the callousness of her friend. How could she so easily shed the shock of the loss of one of their own? She now had a better idea of what ‘hardened’ meant. She knew Asem could be hard, but she had never thought of herself in those terms, and now she understood why.
“Didn’t his death mean anything to you?” She looked at her food, not wanting to touch a thing.
“Of course it did,” Nullia said. “But still, he threw his life away. In any confrontation, you must look at the overall context or you will never summon the courage to continue. I imagine you can generate enough confidence to move forward, but when something doesn’t go your way, you must set aside one defeat to seek out another victory.”
“I don’t see how that has anything to do with the Blue’s death.”
“He headed straight towards me, Valanna. I saw the entire thing. What would have happened if he had the presence of mind to throw up a shield?” 
“He’d be alive.”
“He was dead the minute he lost his composure.” Nullia took another bite, ignoring the shock on Valanna’s face. “Another few steps in my direction, and a soldier would have noticed me.”
Valanna could only blink her eyes in confusion. She felt more fear than she did when she walked among the enemy troops distributing worry spells. She knew their mission involved risk, but she didn’t really feel the risk until the magician panicked. Her eyes welled with tears. “I’m sorry,” she said, the only words she could get out of her mouth.
Nullia narrowed her eyes. “Sorry for what? Sorry for the magician’s death? I am as well and wish with all my heart it hadn’t happened, but it did. We have to move on. Think of what you did just after he died. Did you panic?”
Valanna shook her head. “I quickly left.”
“That is because, despite his death, some rational part of you took over and led you quietly away from danger. You haven’t seen enough of this, yet. Perhaps by the end of tomorrow’s battle, you’ll learn how to handle death a little bit better. It won’t eradicate the grief you feel, but it will allow you to function and not let it eat you alive. Have some of your food; you’ll need the strength.”
Nullia lapsed into silence and concentrated on eating. Valanna looked listlessly at her tray, but glanced at Nullia and began to eat. She reviewed her actions, strolling through the enemy army. She had exercised courage, even though frightened. Fear really hadn’t gripped her until the magician bolted. Which was the reality? Could it be both? War suddenly became so revolting she had to leave the tent as her stomach heaved. Both, she thought, once she had emptied her stomach. 
She dreaded tomorrow. Visions of a field of death filled with blood drove into her mind, making her shake with terror. Would her body decorate the battlefield? Nullia? Lieutenant Navino? She looked at soldiers passing by, staring at her. Her hand went to her face and then she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She turned and Nullia stood with her arms open.
Valanna sought their comfort. She began to cry as Nullia shepherded her back into their tent. They both sat with their arms around each other as Valanna continued to sob.
“Why me? Why does this just affect me?” she said to Nullia.
“Who says it does? I cried when I served time on the borders with the Colcanans. The border with Santasia and Colcan flares up from time to time. I had to kill my countrymen, even though I no longer was under the influence of the Adoption spell. I thought I’d die doing it, but I didn’t. I hated myself for what I did. It was only a five-person patrol in the forests, but three of those men died at my hand. Their families were left without them, their lives cut short, all because I had to maintain my disguise among the Magicians Guild.” Nullia shook as if chilled. “I still remember, but I have put the feelings aside because I have helped many more Colcanan magicians find freedom.”
“Not just Colcanan magicians,” Valanna said brightening a bit. “You saved Trak.”
Nullia leaned her head back to look at the ceiling of the tent. “Trak pretty much saved himself. Honor had more to do with that than I.”
“I wonder what he is doing now?” Valanna said, the worst of her fears fading with thoughts of him.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
~
TRAK WALKED BACK TO THE CAMP WITH HIS TWO FATHERS and tossed his plate into a water barrel. The Toryans knew the cleaning spell and would wash the dishes magically. He passed two men transferring the contents of one floater to another and noticed one of them stepping from one floater to the other. The floater didn’t dip at all with the increased weight.
He cocked his head while he observed a bit more and then realized that his problem of raising the rock, and then leaving it to fall had the simplest of solutions. He only needed to step onto an adjacent flyer. Trak clapped his hands and immediately sought out Tembul.
“Is there a spell to abruptly kill another spell? The pose you used to originally bring down the flyers does so, gradually. The worry spell works the same way, gradually. I can raise big rocks—“
“You can?” Tembul narrowed his eyes a bit. “How big?”
“Big enough to pose on,” Trak said. “If a flyer went up with me, I could step onto the flyer and stay aloft, then if we can cut off the lift spell, completely, it would crash to the earth.”
“Squashing our opponents?”
Trak nodded. “If we want to just cut off the pass, we could gently lower the rocks using the lift descend pose. What do you think?”
“Let us talk to Ben,” Tembul said, shaking his head. “I don’t know how to do what you describe.”
They found Ben rearranging the items in his pack. Trak explained his idea.
Ben grinned. “An Innovator, through and through.” He clapped Trak on the shoulder. “I think there are a few ways we can arrange to do that, but I think we should solve this problem together.”
“Together?” Trak said. 
“You are still learning, boy. If the lift spell puts an object at a certain level above the ground and nothing can change that altitude, then you might still need to use the worry spell.”
“But it will just drift down,” Trak said.
“What if you help the object on the way down?”
“A combination?”
Ben nodded. “A combination. You might use a telekinesis spell to keep the object aloft until the worry spell takes affect and then release the spell. What else?”
“Push. You can use the push pose from the other platform to increase the speed of the rock going down.”
Ben rubbed the side of his stubbled face. “Why not use destruction?”
“The rock would blow up and we would, too. But if we were to send the rock below us, and then use destruction, the rocks would be smaller but rock fragments would cover a larger area. Why don’t we do some experimenting? Is an attack imminent?” Trak said.
Tembul shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think so. We can do it now. I know where there is a rock-filled valley. We should be able to find plenty of big rocks.”
Soon the three flyers hovered over a massive pile of rocks in Tembul’s valley. They left Lenis and Rasia behind, but Able joined them since he said he wanted to see how his stepson did.
“There’s one!” Trak pointed towards a boulder with a flat side facing up. He stepped off the flyer onto the rock and lifted it up ten stories. Ben had accompanied him and positioned the flyer so Trak could step off the rock onto the wing, and then climb on the flyer.
Both the rock and the flyer hovered above the rocks. Trak jumped onto the flyer, and then used worry on the rock, and as it began to fall, he quickly converted his pose to Force-Push and then Force-Destruction. The rock split up, but didn’t really expand like they wanted.
They all landed again and Trak found another boulder and did the same thing, but from twenty stories. This time he pulled his sword instead of using the Destruction pose and used the lightning explosion pose that he had used that had gotten him a death sentence in Bitrium.
The rock exploded into a large mass of rocks of all sizes and peppered a wide area below.
All flyers landed and Neel ran to find one of the shards. “Unless the enemy wears metal caps, even one this size will do damage.”
“Even with a cap,” Able said as he hefted an anvil-sized rock, “a man would be out of action.”
Neel climbed up on a rock and invoked the lift spell, but nothing happened. “I can’t move this.”
Ben and Tembul followed, trying to lift a rock, but none of them could. “Not quite the revolution in warfare that I had anticipated,” Ben said as he hopped off a large boulder and walked over to Trak. “It looks like you are our secret weapon.”
Trak clamped his lips together in frustration. “I’m cursed.” 
Neel pushed his shoulder. “Well that’s a negative way of looking at it, but I see your point.”
“If everyone sees me do all the special work…”
Ben laughed. “No need. We’ll use the three flyers and the other two flyers will mimic what you do. Actually we will augment one another, although you will be providing all of the effective power. Will that be acceptable?”
“Let’s keep this a secret from Lenis. Agreed?” Trak looked at Tembul.
“I won’t tell him,” he said, smiling. “That’s a good idea, Trak.”
By the time they flew back to the camp, people were running around in a panic.
“Our forces have been overrun. The Kandannans are using Toryan fighters as well as their own!” a passing soldier said.
Tembul looked miserable. “It will be brother against brother,” he said. “None of us relish battling our own. We haven’t done such a thing for centuries.”
“That also means that resistance to the Kandannans on the western side of the pass is non-existent,” Neel said.
They all agreed. “We’ll have to seal the pass,” Tembul said. “Let’s get back to our rock pile and get to work.
In two hours, Trak looked down at soldiers assembling just on the western side of the pass. “This will stop them.” He had already stepped off the boulder. “This one goes down as is, since we are sealing the pass.” He had carefully positioned the boulder over the middle of the road and invoked ‘worry’. Spells on inanimate objects didn’t take as along as humans, and soon the rock descended. One soldier didn’t get out of the way and the big boulder crushed him.
“That will discourage the soldiers,” Tembul said as all three flyers hurried back to the valley.
Trak continued to ride the boulders up to the pass until twilight. This last boulder would have to be his last for the day. Men could still climb over the rocks that they had laid, but no supply wagons would be moving east or west.
All of them, weary from the effort, collapsed on their bedrolls as soon as they had stuffed some food inside of themselves.
Trak woke the next morning with a headache. He staggered to the mess line and picked up more food than normal.
“Another morning like our afternoon, and the pass will be sealed,” Tembul said. “I talked to the force leader, and the Kandannan army has dwindled to a trickle that still leaves a larger force than ours on our side of the pass, but they are now cut off from their supplies.”
“I can hardly wait,” Trak said wearily. “We can go as long as my strength holds out.”
Neel looked bright and refreshed. “We’ll support you all the way.”
Able, Rasia, and Lenis stayed behind to fight on the ground and left them, joining a Toryan unit.
“Let’s get it done,” Trak said. 
They worked nearly until midday until Trak had finally exhausted his ability to channel the earth’s forces. 
“No one is getting over that clump of rocks now,” Ben said. “Toryan soldiers with bows and arrows can pick off any soldiers wanting to get over the new barrier.”
Tembul nodded. “After we eat, let’s try exploding rocks over the Kandannan forces. All you’ll have to do is point your sword and hit the rock with a jolt of lightning. Any of us can use the worry spell. That will keep your posing down quite a bit.”
“Fine with me,” Trak said.
Not much later, they hovered over an assembling Kandannan force not far from their camp. They now used two flyers with three magicians. One would be holding a shield around the flyer to keep any Kandannan magician from using a pose to get them down. Neel would point his sword at the rock as well, but Trak would be providing most of the power to make the rock explode. From an observer on the ground, both swords would emit bolts of lightning. 
Lightning and streams of fire lifted upward from the assembled army. All of them splashed harmlessly underneath the flyers. Trak stepped from the rock, somewhat smaller than the boulders that he had transported to the pass now that it floated above the soldiers, who looked up above. 
“Now,” Tembul said. He posed the Force-push spell, which propelled the rock downward. “Swords,” he said again.
Trak and Neel pointed at the rock and intoned lightning. The rock shattered. A few shards pinged against the bottom of the flyers and then fell back to the earth. Honor and Ben couldn’t look down and maintain the shield spell, but the other four gazed at the destruction below them. The rock had exploded to create a hail of rock 50 paces wide by the time the shards began their destruction below them. 
“Let’s get the next rock,” Tembul said as he and Neel assumed the wind pose and pushed them from the battlefield. 
When they returned, the bolts of fire and lightning seemed desperate. The rock that Trak had moved began to chip from the spell, but that only created more rock shards raining down on the army. After a few passes, the soldiers scattered as the flyers and the rock moved overhead. 
“Supplies,” Tembul said. “Over there. 
Trak was rapidly losing strength. “I can do another one, but no more. This morning took too much of a toll.”
“Can you take the rock up another ten stories?” Ben asked, calling over from his flyer. “The destructive ring will be larger.”
Trak performed the lift spell, which never seemed to take much out of him. They repeated their actions from the last attack and watched the destruction. Supplies were shredded. Water barrels exploded. Boxes, crates, and baskets of food were destroyed.
Trak barely had the strength to hold on while they flew back to their camp. He crawled to the bedroll in his tent and lay down. He wondered if he’d ever been so tired, even after a full day sparring with Gio’s swordsmen. Neel brought in some food that Trak managed to down before he lay back and fell asleep.
~
“Wake up, hero.” Honor gently shook Trak’s shoulder. She had sat down beside him. “The Kandannan army is in disarray, but you can sleep while we eradicate them from this side of the mountains.”
“What time is it?” 
Honor put her finger to her cheek. “Oh, about midday,” she said. “You need the rest, or you’ll burn out. I imagine you came close yesterday. Talk about stirring up a beehive. We have been flying over the Kandannans throwing down rocks, and they have learned quickly to stay out from underneath a flyer.”
Trak shook his head to toss his drowsiness away. “Have I missed the midday meal?”
“No, nephew. That’s why I’m here. Your voracious fathers, Ben, and Tembul didn’t want to wait for you, but there is still time to fill your belly.”
Honor certainly seemed to be in an exceptional mood. “Why are you so nice, all of a sudden?” Trak said.
“Your exploits have been dispatched to Kizru, and you are a Toryan hero. I am very happy for you. I only wish that those idiots in Bitrium would see the error of their ways.”
Trak furrowed his brow. “Wait, weren’t you one of those idiots?”
“Don’t you remember me walking out? I never voted to put you to death.” She paused for a bit. “Anyway, they wouldn’t have counted my vote since we are related.”
Trak didn’t know what to make of being a hero. He didn’t feel that he had done anything wonderful to deserve it. Towing the rock and exploding it was a team effort. He couldn’t have done that by himself. 
“What about the rest of you? Don’t you get any credit? Didn’t the force leader put your contributions in his message?”
Honor pursed her lips. Her eyes didn’t look very serious. “I doubt it. Perhaps they just want to make sure you don’t flitter off. I’m not so sure I wouldn’t, if given the chance.”
“Well, I don’t have to accept anything. We need to finish up here and then move north to the Lazanti Pass. I don’t have to make a decision until after this war is over and I don’t want to.”
She patted Trak’s hand. “Good. You do have a smattering of intelligence.” That was more of an Honor comment, he thought. He looked her in the eye. “Is this a test?”
Her smile faded somewhat. “Life is a test. For some strange reason you keep passing, even though you are so recently out of diapers.” Honor’s demeanor cooled a bit more, and that made Trak more comfortable. 
He rose and helped Honor to her feet. His head barely brushed the slanted roof of the tent. “Let’s get something to eat. I could eat a horse.”
Honor looked away. “I think you will. That’s on today’s menu.” She quickly left the tent.
The trip to the mess line showed Trak how stiff he was. While he stood in line he stretched and played at making sword forms. The Toryans began to back away from him, making him laugh.
“Sword forms, not poses,” he called out, but they continued to back away.
Tembul walked up and said something in Toryan, making the soldiers relax. “They didn’t understand you. Spooked them, you did,” he said in Pestlan. “Get something to eat, and then we can talk about what we can do this afternoon.
Trak ate pretty much by himself, but as he finished up, his fellow unit members began to congregate around him. He looked around. “Where is Lenis?”
“He has assumed command of a unit of soldiers and is out harrying the enemy,” Rasia said. “I nearly joined them until I realized that he would be running the operation.” She shook her head. “I don’t like him, and I certainly don’t trust his judgement.” Everyone nodded except Tembul, whose set expression betrayed his agreement with them.
“The force leader doesn’t think our rock slinging is going to do more than sting at this point. We’ve run over them a few times and they just scamper for cover,” Able said. He grinned. “I got to sling the rocks. That doesn’t take any talent, and I quite enjoyed watching the rocks fall.”
“So we need a new strategy?” Rasia said.
“There will be a time when we can shower rocks on them, but until we fight a set battle, we’ll have to think of something else,” Tembul said, crossing his arms.
Trak looked at the trees. “I thought while I ate, that we could build a loose wooden platform and set it on fire before we exploded it, sending fire down. We could do it at night when the men slept in their tents.”
Ben brightened up. “Innovation! Good idea, Trak. Vicious, but good.” 
“We wouldn’t want to do it too close to the woods, or a fire might start,” Tembul said. “That is not an appropriate strategy in Toryan lands.”
Trak managed a smile. “So what do we do now?”
“If you are rested, we can fight alongside our Toryan fighters. The flyers can take us right to the fighting.”
“No magic? I think I can handle that. Let’s go,” Trak said. “I just need to get my weapons.”
“We have some armor if you need it.”
Trak shook his head. “I can use a personal shield that doesn’t require a constant pose. That’s what Lenis does, right?”
“Right,” Tembul said, not hiding a disgusted look on his face.
They flew above the treetops. A gust of southerly wind shifted them off course a bit, but soon they heard the sounds of fighting. Tembul led them to a tiny meadow. 
“We can hide the flyers here and walk south to the fighting.” They all drank some watered wine and ate a bit of bread for further energy, and then headed into the forest. 
Tembul seemed to know every inch of the land as he took them directly to the skirmish. Trak drew his sword along with the others and entered into the fray. Even Honor fought with magic, shifting from pose to pose, but not as artfully as Trak thought he could.
As the fighting continued, Trak’s opponent fought him with manic zeal, which got Trak to wondering. The swordsman wasn’t particularly skilled, but he fought bravely. Trak easily became defensive and let his opponent wear himself out. He incanted ‘worry’ as they broke off for a moment. The young man continued the fight for a few moments, but his movements became sluggish. Trak drew back while the fighter slumped to the ground.
“Use worry on as many as you can!” Trak yelled, “Especially if they fight as if possessed.”
The Toryans finally prevailed. Able had a deep cut in his thigh, but he had sustained the worst injury of the group. There were six of their enemy asleep on the ground. Tembul had Trak line them all up. 
“We’ll take care of these,” he said to the leader of the Toryans, who withdrew with their wounded. Tembul spoke with the commander for a moment and returned. The only Kandannans left alive were the ones at Trak’s feet, while Rasia saw to Able’s leg. All six looked like Toryans.
His opponent began to stir. Swords were drawn and pointed at the prisoners. The man’s eyes blinked open. He raised his hands to cover his eyes. 
“I didn’t willingly fight you!” he said in Toryan. Tembul took each sentence and interpreted the conversation.
Tembul struck a Truth pose. “Say it again.”
“A magician forced me to fight for them. I’m a Toryan.” He looked wildly at those standing around him with his eyes getting wider as he must have realized that the only Toryan among those pointing weapons at him was Tembul.
“Then sit up and tell us your story. What of these others?”
He looked at the other men. “This one I know. We were impressed at Pomzu.” 
“Impressed?”
“The Kandannans took over our lands through treachery. A faction deposed the king, my uncle, and ensorcelled our magicians, making them into Kandannan fighters. The new leaders threw my entire family into the army in one capacity or another.”
“Riotro’s Adoption Spell,” Honor said after Tembul translated. “This sounds like his doing.”
“Riotro, the Black Master?” the young man said. “He came to our city along with Kandannan envoys.”
“And what of the Princess who traveled to Bennin?” Trak said.
“She fought with her father and made his life miserable until he sold her as a slave to the Benninese emperor last year. That helped make everyone mad at him, so it was easy for someone else to take over. Now, she is the last of the Toryan royal line. My mother was born a bastard, so my family doesn’t count,” Sirul said.
Trak wondered about King Basiul. “There is the Eastern king.”
“An elected position,” Tembul said. “Elected for life and then another is chosen.”
So that was why the princess was so important to the Kizru nobility. She was a pawn in Eastern or Western Torya, as well as a trinket to the rulers of Bennin.
“You knew of this, Tembul?” Trak asked.
He nodded. “It’s not public, but it’s hard to keep the princess’s sale secret. Lenis has probably blabbered about it everywhere he has been. This is the first I’ve known of magicians and non-magicians being forced to fight. Your ‘worry’ spell has just been spread among all of us, but we had no idea that so many of the fighters were Toryan. We fight brother against brother, and the Kandannans can just watch us chew each other up.” Tembul’s face filled with fury. 
The other men began to rise. They all seemed to have had similar stories to tell. Tembul translated a few of their comments and then led them away to be interrogated by the officer corps, leaving Trak and his fellow foreigners.
“I don’t think the world is in very good shape,” Neel said. “I wonder what Norland is up to?”
“You don’t think they would attack from the north?” Ben said. “I’ve only been to Norland once in my life, and I found the place cold in every way. Unfriendly people living a severe life… even worse than Colcan.” He laughed. “I can say that, now that I’m in exile.”
Rasia shot him a scowl, but still nodded her head.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
~
VALANNA’S EYES OPENED IN THE DARK. She listened to the words of a few soldiers coming and going from the front of her tent. Perhaps they were scouts or men on watch. 
“Today,” she said quietly, barely making out Nullia’s still form on the blankets piled on the other side of the tent. 
“Yes, today,” Nullia replied sitting up. “I won’t be able to sleep another moment. Did you just wake?”
Valanna nodded and then realized Nullia wouldn’t be able to see. “Yes. I’m fully alert.” She sat up herself and hugged her knees. “I suppose it’s close to morning.”
Nullia crept to the tent flap and poked her head outside. “Dawn’s not far off. Let’s see if we can get something to eat and grab extra food to take with us. There is no telling how the day will go.”
They both dressed and went out to wash up and took bags with them to finish getting ready for the day. If the enemy overran the camp, they would be able to escape with whatever they carried on their flyers.
Whispering men and a few women had already begun to cook porridge and heat up wine and ale. The army would stuff itself before the sun rose, ready to fight the oncoming enemy. After breakfast and after securing some stale bread, cheese, and skins of water, they lugged their belongings to their flyers, kept just inside the woods that bordered the little plain. 
“Good luck, Nullia,” a man’s voice said. Sanda Pillora had been moved closer to their flyers. He sat on a blanket, but the soldiers still tied him securely to a tree. “I mean it, this time. I’m free of any spells, as you know. After the battle, if you win, come see me for a more proper apology.”
“Let’s hope both sides leave you alone,” Nullia said. Valanna noted a softness in her voice.
Sandy’s words surprised Valanna. He had directed them specifically to Nullia and obviously didn’t include her. She looked over at Nullia and wondered if there might be something there, after all. She wished there was and that the persuasion spell truly had forced the change in Sandy’s traitorous behavior. Valanna smiled for a moment. The sky began to lighten, and Nullia looked a little embarrassed. It wasn’t the time to pursue a conversation on Sandy’s relative merits, so they both moved briskly to their flyers and secured their bags.
In moments, they stood in front of Colonel Mirona. 
“You can leave for your first scouting report. Make sure you are up high enough to observe the enemy’s placement.”
Valanna had a thought. “Why don’t you come up with us, Colonel? There is probably quite a bit that we will miss, looking at the organization of the rebels.”
The Colonel blinked and began to stutter. “M-me in that?” He pointed at the flyer. “Up there?” His fingertip moved upwards.
Nullia nodded. “I think that’s a great idea. I can take one of your officers up with me. We can make as many trips as you are able to withstand.”
The man grunted and pulled on his jacket, as if to prepare himself to run or to mount a flyer. “Take me straight up and then straight down,” he said. 
Valanna led him to her flyer where she did just that. At nineteen stories in the air, his knuckles whitened as he gripped the central support. 
“Never seen a sight like this since I commanded an outpost in the mountains on the Colcanan border.” The shock of fear seemed to have passed as he looked down at the army milling about below. “As long as we are up here, let’s go to the front of our defenses.”
Valanna turned and used the wind pose to take them far above the barriers his army had created.
“I can see gaps in our defenses from up here.” He went silent for a few moments. “Now let’s head toward the enemy. I can make out their tents in the distance.”
Valanna took them over the forest to their left. “Less chance for any arrows or fireballs coming up from the wooded areas,” she said.
“Good, good.” He didn’t face her, but she could hear by the tone of his voice that he agreed with her actions. They flew for a few minutes, and he told her to stop. There was a bit of a breeze coming up, so Valanna still maintained her pose but adjusted the intensity of her spell to keep them stationary.
“They are barely rising,” the Colonel said. “At this rate, the battle might not start until midday. That will give us time to get our lines sharpened up.”
Valanna turned the flyer around, and they headed back to their lines. The Colonel asked her to stop again, so he could look at his defenses from the enemy’s point of view.
“I would have never guessed how much information I can get from this birdseye view,” he said. “We must hurry to make some modifications.”
Officers clustered in front of the Colonel’s tent as Valanna set the flyer down. He hustled them into his tent. “We have work to do.” He stopped and turned around, looking at Valanna and Nullia standing by their flyers. 
“I’m assuming you took out most of their magicians, so I’d rather not use you two to fight,” Mirona said. “I want you to keep watch so that the rebels don’t try any flanking maneuvers. We’ll have scouts wearing…” he put his hand to his chin, “blue caps so you can identify them from above. That is all for now. Return if you have information, but I’ll be wanting another flyover in the middle of battle… say half an hour or an hour after the first clash. Am I understood?” He disappeared into his tent.
Both women nodded.
“We can do so much more,” Nullia said to Valanna.
“I’ve already done quite a bit, taking Colonel Mirona aloft. He could see the battlefield much better in the air. I’m more comfortable getting information than killing people.” She shuddered at the memory of the Blue’s death in the middle of the rebel’s march.
“That makes two of us. Let’s go,” Nullia said.
~
Nullia had stood above Sandy, talking quietly with him, when Valanna left to seek out more provisions. A soldier presented himself. He looked as young as she.
“The Colonel would like you to begin your scouting activities,” he said. His eyes were a bit wide, and Valanna noticed the young man’s nervousness. 
She wondered if her own fears were mirrored in him. He left her stuffing supplies in Nullia’s bags, now tied to the flyer’s support post. She walked over to Nullia. “Time to go,” she said. 
Nullia patted Sandy’s bound hands. “We will return,” she said. 
Sandy chuckled. “I’m counting on it.”
Nullia looked back at him when they boarded their flyers and took off. Nullia would take the right-hand side of the battle, facing north and Valanna would take the left. She flew high up above the soldiers and stopped the wind pose to let the flyer drift over the Loyalist soldiers, who looked up and waved at her. She leaned over and did the same. Maybe her presence high above gave them a little jolt of courage. Valanna hoped so. 
Onward she flew, along the road leading west. Clouds had begun to gather, and she felt the patter of drizzle on her face. Valanna wondered what advantage or disadvantage a rainy battle would give the Loyalists. Since they were positioned behind fortifications, that might mean their defenses would work better.
She paused often to peer down through the tree cover, trying to notice anything that moved. The rain began to intensify so that she couldn’t see clearly twenty stories below. Knowing that a lower height put her at more risk, she remembered the Colonel telling her that knowing the position of the enemy would save lives. She took the flyer down to ten stories and continued to weave back and forth over the forest. 
To her right, the plain could be seen. The enemy army advanced in the increasingly heavy rain. She stopped her flyer to look at their order of battle and heard the snatches of sounds beneath her. A clinking of metal and voices, muffled by the trees and the rain, still reached her ears. Valanna looked up and realized that she would not be able to hear them at twice the height.
How many were down there? She wondered if she should head back to the Colonel, but thought she would try to find out the boundaries of the force before she returned. She zigzagged over the forest and estimated the force in the hundreds. That was enough. She stepped to the other side of the flyer and assumed a wind pose, heading towards the camp when she noticed her skin tingling. Further north, a bolt of lightning lit up the gloomy day and made her jump.  She quickly assumed the pose of a shield just before a brilliant light blinded her eyes and a peal of thunder deafened her ears. The flyer disintegrated under her feet. Valanna froze, not knowing what else to do as she tumbled down towards the ground. The thought of keeping the shield intact forced her to remain conscious. Visions of breaking her body on the ground below began to overcome her senses, but she stiffened and began to bounce down through the bows of trees. She crashed to the ground. The shield burst, and an image of Trak flashed in her mind just before she fainted.
~
Nullia’s eyes widened at the first bolt of lightning to the north. She immediately dropped down to treetop-level and headed back to the camp with as much wind as she could produce. Rebel soldiers were below her, and then she passed them by and finally landed in front of the Colonel’s tent. 
Officers ran out. Navino and Colonel Mirona reached her first.
“Soldiers on the right, coming through the trees,” she said after regaining her breath. “Where is Valanna?”
“She’s not here yet,” Navino said, crouching down after a flash of lightning washed the camp for an instant. 
Nullia looked at the sky. The rain began to increase. “I’ll go up to find her.”
The Colonel grabbed her wrist. “No, you won’t. The woman has enough sense to come in from the rain. Now how close were the soldiers?”
“A thousand paces, but not closer. If Valanna isn’t back, you have to assume that something has happened to her and that there are soldiers coming in from the west as well.” Nullia had to concentrate on the battle until the Colonel dismissed her, but it seemed he didn’t need any further information. 
The officers ran back into his tent as the rain became heavier.
Her worries about Valanna continued as she lifted the flyer up a few stories and landed much closer to her tent. Nullia trudged through newly-created mud, lugging her belongings as the rain turned into a downpour. So much for being prepared to run. The flyers had their disadvantages in bad weather, she thought, and Valanna was caught in it. 
She thought of Sandy, bound to a tree and took an oilcloth cover from her bags and made her way to the prisoner. He looked miserable, but not quite soaked, being under the trees. 
“Here. A portable tent,” she said.
“Now there is a woman with an thimbleful of compassion. It’s like a beacon in a sea of enmity,” he said. “You look more troubled than an ill-used merchant getting his feet soiled by some objectionable substance.”
Nullia sat down on pine needles after arranging a shelter of sorts over Sandy. “Valanna is missing. She hasn’t come back and I know her to be smart enough to get out of this,” Nullia said, as another flash lit up the world followed by a roll of thunder a few seconds later.
“Ah, a deluge like this won’t last forever,” Sandy said. “Showers like this are typical at this time of year. Mud is still mud.” He pointedly looked at Nullia’s filthy boots and the sodden hem of her dress.
“Then I will be prepared to go look for her when the storm passes.”
Sandy tried to take her hand, but his bindings didn’t permit it. “The battle will soon be in full tilt,” he said. “What did you find out?”
“Soldiers are heading through the woods as well as marching straight down the plain.”
He nodded his head. “I would probably have done the same. It’s not a very creative move. Valanna will be right in the middle of it, if she came down.”
Nullia never thought of herself as an emotional woman, but the thought brought her hand to her mouth. “What will we do?”
“We?” Sandy said, grinning. “I like it that you included me in that.”
“I will need help to retrieve her. Do you think the Colonel will be willing to give me a squad of soldiers?”
He put out his hands. “Not in time if Valanna is down. Untie me and we will fly out as soon as the lightning passes.”
Nullia pulled out a small knife she kept hidden in a pocket of her dress and quickly turned Sandy into a free man. “Now are you going to overpower me and run towards the rebels?”
Sandy smiled. “You know the truth, well enough. I am yours to command, in all sorts of ways.” He showed his teeth and stood up unsteadily, rubbing his wrists. He wrapped the oilcloth around him and looked up at the sky, which had lightened a bit. The roll of thunder sounded south of their camp. “We are out of the worst of the weather and now the battle can properly begin. Let’s go.”
They ran to the flyer. Nullia quickly put them up twenty stories into the air. “No one will see you if you don’t stand up.”
“You won’t have to worry about that. Did I ever tell you I am afraid of heights?”
Nullia gave Sandy a grim smile. “You have now,” she said as she assumed a wind pose and flew over soldiers running to their positions. She headed west, looking down at a substantial Loyalist force marching into the trees. Swiveling her head east, another force had just been lost from view on the right side of the camp just north of where Sandy had been tied up.
They flew high over the camp, and then headed north searching the woods. 
“I can see the glint of arms down there,” Sandy said. “The forces will clash in moments.”
Scanning the tops of the trees for Valanna’s flyer, disappointment and alarm hit her hard. No Valanna. The troops had passed below, it seemed, so she lowered the altitude to the treetops and scanned all around. 
“Do you see another flyer?” she said.
“There is something above the trees at about our height over there.” He pointed to something floating above the trees to their right.
A few planks of wood were scattered in the branches of the trees, while others floated in mid-air. 
“Those must be the remains of her flyer,” Nullia said. She looked down at the ground below where the trees didn’t block her sight and didn’t see anything. 
Sandy stood from his prone position and examined the forest below. “Would these pieces move in the wind?”
“They would, but the lift spell does make them resist the wind a bit.”
“As I thought. If she fell, then she would be north of this,” Sandy said. “The storm’s wind came from the north. There aren’t any soldiers below us.”
Nullia moved the flyer slowly to the north. She seemed to have gone too far and headed back on a track further east. 
“There!” Sandy said. “Something has been caught by the trees.” 
Nullia moved the flyer over to where Sandy pointed and lowered their altitude. Sandy leaned over and plucked an oilcloth sheet that hung from a branch. “This is like what you used to shelter me from the rain.”
“It is!” Nullia said, both excited to see signs of Valanna’s possessions, but fearful of what they’d see when they found Valanna. “We can take the flyer down over there.” She pointed to a tiny clearing. 
When the flyer landed, they covered it with branches that had been blown down by the storm. Valanna wasn’t below the tree where they found the oilcloth sheet. 
“We’ll have to move further north.” Sandy grabbed a dead wooden branch. “I need some kind of weapon in my hands,” he said. The continued to walk north, sweeping from side to side. “She might already have been captured by the enemy.”
“I hope not,” Nullia said.
“Don’t say that. If she was captured, that means she’s still alive.” He continued to move through the underbrush. 
Nullia spotted something to her right and called. “I think I see her!”
“Quiet,” Sandy said. “We aren’t exactly in friendly territory.”
“I’m not anyway,” Nullia said, looking at Sandy sideways. “You can always use your former allegiance as an excuse.”
He grinned. “The thought had crossed my mind.” He pushed on ahead of Nullia and stood over Valanna’s body. “She is still alive.” 
She had ended up on a bed of pine needles surrounded by a thicket of pine trees. 
“They could have passed ten paces from here and not seen a thing, if they were heading south,” Sandy said. He bent over her. “She is still alive. Do you know any healing spells?”
“I can close wounds, but I don’t see any blood from here.”
Sandy knelt down and carefully moved her limbs. “No broken bones that I can feel.” He then gently moved her head. “If she doesn’t have any neck injuries we can take her with us.” He rolled her over to reveal a branch poking in her back. Beneath her laid a small pool of blood. “I spoke too soon.”
Nullia gasped. “I can fix that if you take off her clothes.” She blushed. “I mean if you can remove enough to show her skin.”
Sandy began to shift her clothing. She wore some kind of underclothes beneath her dress, and he simply ripped a hole in it where the branch had poked through. “Is that enough?” 
Nullia nodded. “Wipe the blood off as best you can.”
He pulled up his shirt and ripped a bit off. “Not clean, but it’s the best I can do.” Noting a wet bush close by, Sandy dampened the cloth and wiped away the blood.
“First a heat spell to minimize festering.” She assumed a pose and closed her eyes. “This isn’t going to work. You’ll have to lift her up and put her right by the tip.” She pulled out a wand from a slot in her pocket and pointed it out. “The tip should nearly touch the wound.”
Sandy seemed to ignore propriety as he gathered Valanna in his arms and held her back side up. “Will that work?”
Nullia merely nodded while she said a word, barely more than a whisper. The cauterized blood smell wafted up and made her cough, ending her pose and that part of her healing. She quickly shifted to the pose specifically developed to close the wound.
“It barely leaves a scar,” Sandy said.
“She still needs to heal, but we can move her now.” Nullia brushed herself off and slipped the wand back in its place. “Let’s hurry.”
They had just about made it back to the flyer when they heard sounds in the forest. Sandy spotted a thicket. Once they made their way in, the pair of them crouched over Valanna, hastily covering their hiding place with more fallen branches.
Rebel soldiers began to move past them. “Colonel Mirona has put them into retreat,” Sandy whispered in Nullia’s ear.
A moan from Valanna made Nullia flinch. She gently put her hand over Valanna’s mouth. “Quiet, we are surrounded by soldiers.” Nullia wanted to strike the sleep pose, but she couldn’t stand in her position. 
“I’m still alive?”
Nullia looked down at Valanna. You are, but we don’t know how badly you are hurt. No broken bones that we can tell.” 
“I maintained a shield until I hit the ground. I just hurt all over.”
“Don’t say a word,” Sandy said. 
His urging silenced them. The murmurs and sounds of men withdrawing through the forest came and went. When the rebel soldiers withdrew, the woods were totally silent. No bird called or animal scurried. 
New sounds came from the south, along with the pounding of feet and yelling of soldiers who didn’t care if they were heard. Nullia saw flashes of Loyalist uniforms flow past their hiding place.
“There is someone in here,” a soldier cried out, standing in front of their shelter, about ready to poke a sword into their lair. 
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
~
THE GROUND SHOOK AS ARCING FIREBALLS came from the rebel lines. The distance from the front lines gave the soldiers enough time to avoid the onslaught. Asem stood with Misson Dalistro among the General’s officers. Their mounts pawed the ground and bucked as soldiers struggled to control the frightened animals.
A messenger rode up and gave a tiny leather tube to a nearby officer. “A bird from Colonel Mirona, sir.” The messenger dropped to the ground, his horse stood, flanks filled with lather.
Niamo undid the strap to the tube and pulled out a rolled message. “Mirona’s men infiltrated the enemy and disarmed most of their magicians with a disabling spell that Asem and Kulara know.” The General’s eyes swiveled to Asem. “You know the spell?”
“I do, but I think the information comes too late.”
“Is does?” Misson said. “We have flyers. What is the range of the spell?” He looked at Bonigo, the head of the Loyalist magicians. “Isn’t there a spell that makes sound louder?”
Bonigo nodded, his long black beard shaking. “There is, but the pose…”
“No pose,” Asem said. “You put power into the word ‘worry’. It doesn’t disable, it makes any spell fade away. Any magician who remains under the Absorption spell will gradually fall unconscious as the spell goes away, restoring lost memories. I’m told it can be quite devastating.”
“I’ll go up and do it,” Kulara said, walking up to the group.
Asem knew of the risk. “You will need three magicians. One to move it, one to keep the shield strong, and the other to broadcast the word… if it works.”
“I’ve used the speech spell enough in the past. Worry?” Bonigo said.
Kulara nodded. “I’m experienced flying.”
“And I’m okay with shields,” Asem said. “Not much else.”
“Find someone stronger,” Kulara said. “It’s my life you’re shielding, and I intimately know how much power you have, my husband.
Asem fought off the anger that flushed his face. “I’d rather use my sword than my shield,” he said, managing a leer at his wife.
“Well said, Asem,” Kulara said.
In a few moments, Kulara, Bonigo and a Dark Red Master rose from the camp and flew over the enemy lines. Asem couldn’t hear the spell from where he stood, but as the flyer flew over the enemy lines, the fireballs began to weaken and then stop.
Cheers erupted from the Loyalist lines while General Niamo mounted. “Time to attack!”
~
Misson led a cavalry unit towards the left. Asem followed in his wake, his sword out, with a grin on his face. How long had it been since he rode into actual battle? The war with Pestle had not been fought with swords and lances, but with lies and deception administered over a long period. This time he fought as he had as a young man. 
The rebels were slow to react to Misson’s charge. They had just begun to wheel their men to face the slanting cavalry when Loyalist soldiers slammed into the line. 
Asem had expected pikes or at least a line bristling with spears, but those were concentrated on the center of the field, so they sliced right through less-experienced troops. After Asem moved through the first few rows in the line, they confronted un-uniformed men who turned and ran. 
Misson had them turn and attack the backs of the regular soldiers. The charge had turned into a rout. The left side collapsed as the Loyalist infantry finally arrived to send the full flank into retreat.
As the rebels retreated, Niamo had planned for the left line to wheel into the central forces. Asem noticed that the uniformed men were thicker in the front. He appreciated the fact that Niamo’s infantry maintained discipline and did not run after the retreating flank. 
Kulara flew over them and landed by Misson. Asem rode over.
“There is a force coming.” She pointed towards the west. “They must have marched before dawn and been hidden in a small valley. I counted roughly five hundred men.”
Misson conferred with the infantry commander and split the left flank forces. He took all of the cavalry and formed a line to meet the oncoming force. 
Asem held his horse steady. He adjusted on the small shield that protected the left arm, and then he leaned down and patted the neck of his horse. Misson had selected a good one for him. 
He straightened up in time to see the oncoming rebel forces, running at full speed towards them. Misson held his forces still. The rebels had hundreds of paces to run and whoever let them run so far would have been relieved of command by Asem. The onslaught already slowed down as the attackers became winded. 
Misson commanded his force forward. Asem rode into the melee, his sword rising and falling on the exhausted soldiers. His arm began to get tired, but he forced himself on until the rebels began their retreat. Misson made sure he made them run west, back from where they had come. If any circled around and joined the main force, they would be useless in battle by the time they arrived. 
Asem nodded his approval to Misson, who turned around and motioned to Asem.
“The infantry commander can protect the flank at this point. It’s time to return to Niamo.” He looked east towards the main battle line. “He has pushed the rebels back hundreds of paces and it looks like he’s let them retreat.”
Looking over the battlefield ahead of him, Asem sensed something wrong. What was it? No flyer! Asem wanted to hurry to General’s side, but his horse had run enough. Blood covered the horse’s flank. It had taken more cuts than Asem had so he let the horse walk while Misson rode ahead of him.
Where had Kulara ended up, he thought, until he saw a line of blue fire sweep from the rebel side, taking out an entire line of Niamo’s soldiers. The rebels, heartened by the destruction, roared and began to amble towards the Loyalist lines.
The onslaught of the rebels took the Loyalists by surprise, and now the rebels began to push the Loyalists back. The line stalled. Asem saw a figure holding himself upright with his fists on his knees. Riotro? The man was dressed all in black. He remembered Trak showing much the same fatigue against a line of attacking magicians on their own retreat to Colcan.
If the man had the same power as Trak, he would be exhausted for days. Asem saw his opportunity and spurred his mount into a run. The magician was more vulnerable now than he would be in the future. He continued to ride towards the exhausted magician until a line of horses charged across the field and lifted the magician on to a mount, heading north. 
Asem’s horse slowed to a walk. The poor thing didn’t have any more energy. Asem looked on helplessly as the magician fled off the field. 
Rebel soldiers turned back and had began to retreat, now that the Loyalists had successfully ended their charge. Asem stood alone, facing the retreating soldiers. A line of them turned and began a counter-attack. His horse didn’t have anything left, and the front lines of the Loyalists were fifty paces behind him. 
How could he possibly have put himself into such a disadvantageous position? He dismounted and stood facing the oncoming enemy with a sword in one hand and his small shield in the other. Perhaps this was it, he thought. Asem realized he didn’t have any regrets as he readied his sword. 
The sky darkened. He looked up at the underside of a flyer. 
“Hurry, get aboard,” Kulara said. 
Asem didn’t waste any time grabbing onto the ledge and scrambled onto the floor, just as Kulara spoke the power word that thrust them high into the air.
~
Nullia took a deep breath and raised her hands, moving branches aside in the process. “We are Loyalists!”
“That’s one of the flying magicians,” a soldier said, while a group gathered at their hiding place. 
An officer chanced by. “On your way,” he said to the soldiers. “Rout out the rebels. That’s why we’re in this stinking wood, remember?”
A few of the men looked a bit sheepish, but the rest of them merely grimaced and hurried on. The officer stayed.
He put his hand out to help Nullia out of the thicket, but she refused. “I am responsible,” she said. “Don’t kill him.” Nullia couldn’t control her racing heart.
The officer furrowed his brow.
“I had to enlist a helper to find Valanna Almond, whose flyer crashed.”
“A helper?” the officer said.
Two large hands poked out of the thicket followed by the rest of Sandy Pillora.
“Sandy,” the officer grinned. “You always find your way into mischief. How did you talk this lady into untying you?”
“It was my charm,” he said, smiling, but then his expression changed. “We have an injured person here. We had to hide while the rebels retreated.”
The officer put a hand to his chin. “You did have a chance to flee, didn’t you?”
Sandy nodded. “Riotro put me under a spell, and my actions today, hopefully, prove that it is gone.”
“Bring out the injured woman.” Sandy and Nullia pulled off more branches, giving him more room to carry a woozy Valanna out of the thicket.
“How are you going to get her out of this wood?” the officer said.
“Her flyer crashed, but mine didn’t,” Nullia said. “If you let Sandy go, he can accompany me back to camp. He can’t fly the platform, but he can keep Valanna from rolling off.”
“I am trusting you, Sandy.” The officer looked at Sandy with a stern expression.
“Well-placed,” Pillora said. “You have men to direct up ahead.”
“I do, don’t I? We should be through with these scum later, but don’t leave the camp. I’ll back you up.”
Sandy, still carrying Valanna, gave the officer a bit of a bow. “Thank you, sir.”
Valanna’s eyes looked glazed to Nullia. “We must get her elsewhere.” She also gave a very curt bow to the officer and took off towards the flyer.
Sandy put Valanna down once they reached their means of escape. She moaned and began blinking her eyes, bringing her hand to her head. “Are we safe?” she said.
Nullia patted her on the head after she removed a branch covering the flyer. “For now, my dear.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
~
THE WAR AT DIANZA PASS BEGAN TO DWINDLE as more and more Toryans on the Kandannan side were dragged out of ensorcellment. Tembul took Trak and Neel to an officers meeting, translating the discussion. 
“They have agreed to leave a defensive force at the blocked pass,” Tembul said, pausing in places while the officers spoke. “The rest will head north, leaving units along the way. Small groups can move over the mountains, but not a supplied army.”
“We can head north to the Lazanti Pass, now?” Trak said. “Those are our original orders.”
“Indeed we can. They need to know about the worry spell, as well, and we are the fastest means.” Tembul listened a bit more and then the men stood up and began to leave. The commanding officer came over to Tembul and spoke to him, looking at Trak.
“He commends the foreigners for blocking the pass. His magicians tried to bring the mountain down, but lacked the power.”
“Tell him we are glad to do anything to keep Toryans from fighting each other,” Neel said.
Tembul grinned. “Good point.” He turned to speak to the commander.
The commander’s eyes widened, and then he said something else before giving them both a curt bow and left them standing in an empty tent.
“He wishes us well in the north and might meet us there. He was impressed with your group’s fighting skill, but especially Trak’s for being so young.”
The compliment made Trak smile. “I’m glad we were recognized for something besides being from outside Torya.”
Tembul nodded. “You all were, but it’s always better for them to believe we were all involved.”
Trak blinked in surprise. “We all were, Tembul. I might have provided most of the power, but we all made it happen. Even you.” He clapped Tembul on the shoulder and left before they could see Trak’s face flush.
He walked towards his tent and then took a detour into the nearby woods, sitting on a large rock and putting his head in his hands. So much had happened in such a short time. The numbness that he had felt in the last few days had begun to go away.
Trak still felt the exhaustion of lifting so many rocks. He hadn’t told them quite how draining the experience was and how fighting the Toryans the next day had nearly done him in.
His mind played back the blood and the death that he experienced earlier that morning. He felt lucky that the Toryan soldier had responded to the ‘worry’ spell. Trak wondered if he had the will to finish him off. His mind played back the image of the soldier being squashed under a rock that he had dropped on him the day before, followed by the rest of the carnage he had dispensed to the Kandannans.
His hands began to shake, and he jammed his eyes shut, pressing his fists against them. Images of death and injury wouldn’t dissolve from inside his head, and they now seemed to overwhelm his thoughts. 
The compliments now seemed like curses to him and the thought of doing it all over again to the Kandannans at Lazanti Pass seemed like an impossible task. He threw himself on the ground and covered his eyes with his arm. 
What was happening to him? Who or what had he become? His brain now told him that killing people all the way to and from Bennin for a princess that didn’t hold his allegiance felt like a fool’s errand. His entire body shuddered with emotions that he couldn’t name.
Had everything been a game? That was how he approached it all, from learning magic at Honor’s shop to fighting with Gio’s students. He hated his abductors when they caught him just north of Mozira, but what had he really done to save Malena when they had left her for dead?
He ran the events of his life over and over in his mind from the time he had left Greenbrook. Even despite the fact that he learned well and everyone told him he had great power, what had it gotten him? A death sentence at the hands of Colcanans in Bitrium? Now, the Toryans were pulling at him to do their will. 
Was the trip to Bennin a device to get him out of the way? But why him? He shuddered again when a hand grasped his shoulder. 
“Get up!” Neel said. Trak flinched at the harshness in his father’s voice. “Just exactly what are you doing?”
Trak couldn’t move or respond. Neel pulled him up to a sitting position and pushed him against the rock. Trak pulled his wet sleeve from his eyes. He had been crying and didn’t even know it. 
“I don’t know!” Trak said. “I’m afraid, I guess.”
“Afraid? Why would you, out of anybody, be afraid?” Neel’s voice was softening.
“I feel like I’m a blasted pawn. I killed people in the last two days. I didn’t feel like they were enemies, but I killed them anyway. I’ve done it before, but—”
“The swath of lightning? Honor told me about it. Cutting bandit foreheads? She told me about that, too, and you did that rather than take their lives. We live in perilous times, and before it’s over, you’ll be doing much worse, my son.” He knelt down and pulled Trak’s head to his chest and hugged him. “You might not believe me, but I can relate to your situation. I’m a different person than you, though. I was banished from Colcan, just like you, for showing off my skills; and that’s where I’m different from you. I was hated in Torya and in Colcan and rebelled against it. I began to hate everyone and everything when I left.”
“I know,” Trak said. He tried to keep from sniffling, but didn’t succeed.
“You don’t know. You’ve been a good-natured kid from the start.” He ruffled Trak’s hair. “Too good. When you had troubles, you’d go out and work on the vegetables or cut wood or prune Able’s orchard. I never could work out my emotions physically.”
“Maybe that’s why I’m so upset. I’m too good, and when I do bad things it makes me guilty.”
Neel leaned his head back and laughed. “You’re more right than you think, but it’s not because you are doing bad things. You are doing unpleasant things. Not like cleaning the privies or scrubbing Able’s common room until everything gleams. No, really unpalatable things, like ending people’s lives who want to end your own. Like going on quests even if you don’t want to, because it is the best alternative.”
“But I’m just a tool.”
“So are we all. You think I act independently? I didn’t want to risk my life fighting for a free Pestle. But I had to. Duty to others is a vicious thing. It can force us to act in ways that make us feel unpleasant. You know I am responsible for the death of a man I have never seen, Prince Nez of the Ferezan, son to King Marom?”
Trak left his father’s embrace and stared at him. How could Neel do that? “You are?”
Neel nodded. “I played an awful trick on him, saying I was from an outside power and that I’d put him on the throne of Warish if he’d kill his father.”
“He believed you?”
“He did. I didn’t expect him to, but my contact in Balbaam knew the prince well enough to think the ploy might work. It did. King Marom caught his son trying to assassinate him and killed him on the spot.”
Trak shivered. “You—”
“I didn’t like myself very much after I had done it. No exultation there, but Pestle would have been ruled by a truly awful person, so any measure, no matter how desperate, had to be employed.” Neel shrugged. “I don’t think King Harl will rule in Pestle for long. Who knows what kind of thug the King will use as his puppet ruler in our country?”
“Asem? I like Asem. He is furtive, but I trust him,” Trak said.
“You know the reason he traveled to Santasia?”
“To meet me so he could control me, like everyone else.” Trak said. “Asem was very honest with me.”
“If he could, he would take you to Balbaam and use you. He is honorable in his own way…as I am,” Neel said smiling. He looked off into the woods. “I wish that Galinda and I could have raised you in Greenbrook as a simple family, but it was not to be. So you and I are here fighting for people who would rather we were somewhere else.”
“But the commander complimented us.”
Neel shook his head and looked up at the trees. “We did help him out…a lot. But he also knows we will be a different commander’s problem soon.”
“I’m still confused,” Trak said, feeling much less emotional. “I’m still being used,” he raised his hand to stop Neel’s reply, “as are we all.”
“But we can rise above the expectations of those around us and do extraordinary things. I want you to talk to Ben some more about this. He’s got more perspective on these things than I do. Can you promise me that? Talking will help you. It didn’t help me much until I met your mother, but we are different, you and I.”
Trak could only nod.
“One other thing. Have Tembul teach you Toryan. I could make out most of what the commander said today and Tembul didn’t quite translate it right. He took all of the insults out and I only caught a few of them.” 
“He did?”
“Yes, but the last two days have wrung you out more than any of us realized. Get lots of rest when we travel north. Father’s orders.”
~
Tembul responded eagerly to Trak’s request to teach him the Toryan language. He started with nouns and began to point out things as they traveled, especially when they stopped at night. He asked Lenis to help at one point, and the Toryan declined with a grunt. 
They had three nights of learning before they reached the southern edges of the Northern Toryan forces. “I will go ahead and send messengers to the commander,” Tembul said. “That way, as we move north we won’t be challenged every time we stop.”
They stayed at a hastily-built camp. They had passed over Toryan villages, but Tembul thought it would be better and more predictable to stay away from them. Neel continued to teach Trak elements of the Toryan language well into the night while they waited for Tembul to return.
“I’m picking this up, well enough,” Trak said.
“Toryan isn’t a hard language to speak. It has less nuance than Pestlan and isn’t as flowery as Santasian,” Neel said. “Still, there are plenty of terms you’ll never know unless you spend years with Toryan speakers. I remember the basics, but I still only picked up a fraction of what the Southern commander said.”
“A little is better than none,” Trak said.
Neel nodded in the light of the fire. Trak looked around him and heard a rustling in the bushes. He stood up at the same time as Neel, with his sword, unsheathed in his hand. Tembul was pushed into the clearing. His face was bruised and bleeding. 
He knelt at Neel’s feet and said in Pestlan, “Kandannans.”
Immediately, fifteen men, swords at the ready, jumped into their clearing. Trak ran the few steps to a flyer and took it up high into the air. He looked down and made out Neel throwing his sword down. The other men roused Lenis, Ben, Able, Honor and Rasia from their slumber. They were roughly shoved out of the clearing and out of view beneath the forest canopy. 
Trak didn’t know what to do. He stood on the flyer high above the empty camp. He couldn’t fight the captors by himself. Even with his poses and his magic, he doubted he could free his friends without putting them in peril. The panic he felt seemed to cloud his mind. He gazed off to the north and decided to warn the Northern commander that there were Kandannans in the woods to the south of them. 
He sped northward looking for watch fires below. Finally he saw specks to his left, further towards the mountains. There were other groupings of fires, but this seemed to be the largest. He set the flyer down and hoped someone spoke Pestlan or Santasian. 
He stepped off the flyer close by the largest fire in the camp. Many more than the fifteen swords he had faced earlier in the night were pointed at him. 
“Does anyone speak Santasian?” For the most part his words were met with uncomprehending glares. “Pestlan?”
“Speak Pestlan,” an officer stepped up, putting his thumb and forefinger close together.
Trak smiled. “Speak Toryan,” he said and made the same sign. “Tembul caught by Kandannans.” Trak used the Toryan term for Kandanna. “Others, too. We came from the south after helping the Toryan army close the Dianza Pass.”
“Pass closed?” the officer said.
Trak nodded. “We did it.”
“How many with Tembul?” the officer said. 
Trak sighed. How long would it take to get his point across? He held up six fingers. The man would understand that well enough.
“A Pestlan in my camp?” A short man walked up, buttoning up a uniform blouse. He spoke it rather well. 
Trak sighed again. “Tembul, a Toryan—“
The man waved away mention of Tembul. “I know him well enough. You were with him?”
“We cut off the Dianza Pass five days ago and headed up here to help you do the same. Just south of here, maybe a league or so, a band of Kandannans captured us. I managed to make it to one of our flyers and escape.”
The commander’s face nearly turned into a sneer. “You are an outsider. Why would you help us?”
“My father is half-Toryan, so Toryan blood runs through my veins, as well.”
The man grunted. “Any other Toryans with you?”
“A man a bit older than I named Lenis. The rest of us are Pestlans or Colcanans.”
“Lenis, you say?”
“About this tall.” Trak held up his hand. “Fancies himself a great swordsman.”
“My nephew!  Where were they taken captive?”
Trak felt a bit bewildered and had to turn around. “South and East. We were in a clearing. I could find it in daylight, but…” His eyes shifted to the fire. “If our campfire wasn’t put out, I can find it. Tembul said we were at the edge of the forces.”
The commander nodded and noticed the flyer.
“What is this?”
“I use it to fly.”
The man’s eyes goggled. “Fly?”
“You have your floaters, right?”
The commander nodded. 
“We just use a different pose to lift it higher into the air and a wind pose to move around.”
“I’ll send a unit south east immediately. Can you carry many men on that?”
“Five or so,” Trak said. He thought he could move that many, but using that much wind would drain him. 
“Take three scouts. They will track the Kandannans, and one of my officers, who knows a bit of Santasian, will escort you there and back.”
Trak couldn’t hope for any more. He nodded to the commander and let the men board.
“Don’t move around,” Trak said. 
A few of the men looked very anxious. He took them up ten stories and thought that would be high enough to get them over the surrounding trees. When they rose up, one of the men wailed.
“Don’t let him fall!” Trak said. The men grabbed the panicked scout and held him tight while Trak got his bearings from the waning moon and raised the flyer up to another level and took off towards where he imagined their camp to be. 
They passed over small groups of fires until Trak had gone about as far south as he could and began to go back and forth over the forest. He found a lonely fire and lowered the flyer to the ground. The other two flyers sat undisturbed. 
“Here it is,” Trak said while the scouts conferred for a few moments and then disappeared into the forest. 
Trak put more wood on the fire to mark the spot and the officer helped him gather everyone’s belongings onto the flyer, and then they flew back to the commander.
“I can ferry more men to the camp,” Trak said. “I’d also like to accompany your troops to save my friends.”
“Go ahead. There were fifteen men, you say? Can you get twenty-five to your camp and move from there? The scouts should have some information by then.”
“I will. Please gather your men quickly,” Trak said. “Our group wasn’t killed out of hand, but who knows what will happen.”
Trak made five more trips to the camp and when he set the last of the men down, he collapsed to the ground. “Give me a few moments to recover,” he said. Taking the five loads of men had drained him more than expected.
He dozed for a bit, until wakened by the officer who had accompanied him on the first trip. “A scout has returned. Time to go,” the officer said, helping Trak to his feet.
The tiny bit of sleep had done him a lot of good, and Trak had no problem tagging along as the company jogged out of the clearing and into the night. As they continued to move, none of them said a word until the sky began to lighten up and they could better see their way. 
The scout slowed them down. He made signs for them to sit. 
Trak fidgeted with the pommel of his sword while the other soldiers whispered in Toryan. He sat apart with the officer, who had assumed an impassive face. The other two scouts came and all three of the men joined the officer and began jabbering in Toryan. Trak picked up a word or two, but had no idea what the men had said.
“There is a light force of between thirty and forty men ahead. That’s more than we can handle. I’m sorry,” the officer said.
Trak sat back and pulled his sword out a few inches and let it fall back into the scabbard a few times. “We have enough.” He clamped his lips together before he continued. His two fathers, Honor and Ben were out there. He didn’t really care about Lenis, but he couldn’t save the others and leave him behind. He took a deep breath, not wanting to use his magic to kill others.
“I am a powerful magician. Very powerful. If they are all together, I can defeat them. If we present a united front and they mass, then don’t worry.”
“But didn’t you use all of your magic up bringing us to your camp?”
“I’ll work until my power is gone.”
The officer shot a dubious look at Trak. Obviously, the scouts didn’t understand a word of Santasian, so the officer translated. The scouts gave him their own doubtful looks, but nodded their heads in agreement with whatever the officer said.
“My forces will not fight to the last man. If it looks like we will be overpowered, we will retreat into the woods. Understood? We all want to fight another day.”
Trak had no choice but to accept the officer’s terms. The scouts led them away from their current path. They left the column after conferring with the officer.
“They will take out the sentries. There are four of them. If you hear anyone cry out, then we will attack. The camp is that direction.” The officer pointed in a line perpendicular to the path that they were on.
After long moments, one of the scouts returned. Trak looked at the officer after he reported. 
“We can proceed. You lead, since you are the magician.”
Trak pulled out his sword.
“You know how to use that?” the officer said.
“I am proficient enough. You’ll see,” Trak said.
They crept closer. Trak sensed a whiff of smoke combined with the aroma of meat. Bacon? He was so nervous that he couldn’t tell. Suddenly as they made it through more underbrush, tents began to appear through the trees. 
He needed a clear shot to use the lightning bolts that he had practiced in Bitrium. But then he had another idea. Trak held up his hand. He could afford to experiment from a little closer in. Only a few trees separated the soldiers from the Kandannans. 
Trak assumed a pose and began to say the power word ‘paranon’ as his sword swept the camp. The Kandannan soldiers in sight began to fall. A soldier yelled out an alarm before he crumbled to the ground. Trak took more steps closer. His spell didn’t penetrate trees or even tents as more men began to emerge. The Kandannan soldiers milled around in the center of camp since they must have thought the enemy surrounded them.
The officer surged forward and pressed with the remaining enemy. The shocked Kandannans dropped their blades while scouts and soldiers scoured the camp. 
Trak continued to put the surrendered soldiers to sleep until only a few remained standing, and then he plunged into the tents to find his friends. He went from tent to tent, but they were all empty.
He knelt on the ground. Had they already been executed? Had they passed their bodies on their way to the camp? He put his head in his hands until the officer shook his shoulder.
“Your friends were taken to a larger camp just after daybreak, probably while we were on our way here. If we hurry we can catch them before they reach their destination. What do we do with the dead soldiers?”
“They aren’t dead. I put them to sleep. Tie them up and wait until they wake up, then you can march them to your main camp.”
The officer smiled. “I’ll do that, but I can’t go with you. Take two of the scouts. They are in better shape than my soldiers.”
Trak brushed his knees off as he rose. “Thank you,” he said as relief flooded through him. “We will bring them to your camp.”
The two scouts met Trak on the western side of the camp, and used hand signs to move out. Trak followed the scouts as best he could. He hadn’t had a lot of practice running through a forest since he left Greenbrook for Pestle. The loping style of running he had used then suddenly came back to him, and his movements were smoother. 
The scouts followed the trail west and then veered to the southwest. They signaled Trak to slow up and began to walk. A scout turned around and put his finger to his lips for silence. Trak understood. As they sped up to a brisk walk, Trak heard voices up ahead in what must have been Kandannan.
He could tell from the expression of the voices that the soldiers must have been cursing his friends. Hopefully there were all just ahead of them and intact.
The scouts crouched down and Trak did the same. Not too far ahead, he made out the last of a column. He saw Rasia walking with a thick stick or a tree bough behind her back, immobilizing her arms. He couldn’t recall any poses that were close to that or Ben might have gotten them free. Trak suspected that Ben knew the most, but at this point, it didn’t matter.
He crept ahead of the scouts, who had motioned him forward. The column continued to walk, so Trak had to move fast. He didn’t have time to pull his sword free, so he stood up and pointed his finger at the men.
“Paranon,” he said again and again pointing to each of his victims. He didn’t distinguish between friend or foe since there were soldiers up ahead. 
He heard a shout that he didn’t understand and heard the scouts drawing their swords. There must have been enemy scouts as outriders of the column. Trak didn’t have time to assume a pose, so he ran ahead. Two soldiers had not yet fallen under his sleeping spell, so he moved back, finding a better place to fight rather than over the sleeping bodies of his friends. He still had the presence of mind to see that all had been trussed up like Rasia.
His opponents weren’t scouts and didn’t look at all like Toryans. Trak would have to fight experienced soldiers. One wore a more ornate uniform, so he must have been an officer and would likely be the better swordsman of the two, but that didn’t make the other man any less dangerous. 
He shuffled a bit back and quickly looked behind him to see what the ground looked like. One of the soldiers rushed him, and Trak tripped on a tree root, stumbling backwards, so that he landed on his rear end. He held his blade up as the regular soldier charged. 
Trak struggled to his knees, so he had at least a minimum base in which to deflect the flurry of thrusts. As the soldier withdrew his blade, he twisted it, running the edge across Trak’s knuckles, opening them up. The man smiled and paused for a tiny moment looking at his handiwork as Trak flicked his wrist and drew his sword across man’s thighs. His sword was sharp, and his opponent leaned over giving him the merest opportunity to slap the man’s blade away and thrust his sword up through the man’s chin. He fell backward.
Trak felt the blood seep down his fingers while he sized up his next opponent. The officer’s eyes didn’t carry a great deal of confidence, but that might be a diversion, Trak thought. He did have time to rise to his feet and threw his sword into his left hand. It gripped the now-bloody hilt. Trak pushed his knuckles back against the small of his back. He had learned to fold his arm back as a dueling style from his days with Gio’s swordsmen. 
He had to ignore the pain. He lunged with his sword and forced the officer up. The man deftly leapt to the side with good footwork. Trak felt his back soaking in the blood from his hand and knew he needed to finish this quickly. He slashed at the officer, driving him back towards the narrow path. The man backed up a bit too far and stumbled on a body. 
Trak waited for that and didn’t waste time slicing through the man’s unprotected groin. He withdrew his sword and killed the man with a thrust to the neck. 
The fighting had finished behind him, and he looked back, waiting for another attack. The two scouts grinned and said something that Trak didn’t understand. One of them went to the forward part of the column, and the other stayed where he was. Trak found Honor’s body and untied her as best he could with blood dripping down the fingers of his right hand. 
“Worry,” he said and began rubbing her arms. Trak tried to stay awake himself as he continued to massage her limbs. The fight had physically exhausted him, and putting his friends and enemies to sleep had nearly drained him of his ability to do magic. He had fought off fatigue as long as he could, and it began to deaden his limbs and his mind.
Honor began to stir. 
“Heal my hand,” Trak said as he finally closed his eyes and vaguely felt the side of his face hit the dirt path.
~
Trak woke in a tent, hearing Toryan voices pass. Honor had sealed the wound using the pose that closed up wounds. He flexed his hand, and it still felt a little tight, but the wound looked clean. He blinked away the sleep in his eyes. It appeared to be twilight or early morning.
Sitting up, he noticed that there were still a few prone figures asleep, so it must have been early morning. Someone had taken his clothes off. That would be a good thing, since he had bled all over them. 
Ben entered the tent. “I see you are up. I brought you a Toryan uniform. Since you are taller than the average Toryan, it might be a tight fit,” he said quietly and tossed the clothing over to Trak, who quickly put them on. He thought he would have to take a bath first, but it looked like someone had done a good job cleaning his body while he slept.
He shook his head at the fatigue that had brought on his great swoon on the trail. At least he had been able to finish off the two Kandannans first.
“Let’s get something to eat. Breakfast is about done. I was too early to fetch some for you.” 
Trak took in a shuddering breath of the forest air and exhaled. He grinned at Ben. “I’m glad we are both alive this morning…I wasn’t so sure we would be, yesterday.”
“Two days ago,” Ben said. “You just about burned yourself out, lad. I can’t say you didn’t do the right thing. We didn’t know where they were taking all of us, but I don’t think it would have been a nice place.” He shook his head and blew out his breath. He pushed Trak gently forward. Trak had no shoes on, so he picked his way towards where the smells of a mess line began to tickle his nose. 
“I’m just glad they didn’t have any arrows pointed at me when I ran for the flyer.”
Ben chuckled. “So am I. It seems that only Kandannan scouts use them in the forest, and the Toryan scouts took those out. None of the men spoke any language that we knew, or so we thought. Perhaps the Toryans know now. They were busy making the enemy talk yesterday. Tembul says they won’t share what they know with us yet.”
“I don’t know anything about that stuff,” Trak said. 
“You need to learn Trak. You’ve learned enough about strategy and battle tactics.”
Trak nodded. “I learned about large battles and where to choose a proper field of conflict, but nothing about the little things. I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to talk to a prisoner.”
“Use your common sense. I’d talk to Neel and Tembul. Like you, I have little knowledge about war, and less field experience than you do, boy. Take the opportunity to learn. The wars of this world are going to get worse before they get better, so Neel thinks, and you need to prepare yourself for any role that is thrown at you. Magic, you know. Your sleep spell was more effective and safer than a hundred more soldiers. That includes both times you used it, although Rasia fractured her arm when she fell awkwardly.” Ben shrugged. “A minor misfortune of war. She’s happy enough with the overall result.”  Ben pulled a package out of his bag.
“What is that?” Trak said.
“Your portfolio. You left it in Mozira. I didn’t think you’d be returning any time soon, so here it is. Take this with you. I’ve looked through it.” He put his finger on the cover. “You’ve done impressive work there.”
“Thank you.” Trak didn’t have anything else to say about his portfolio and slipped it in his own pack.
Ben helped Trak rise to his feet and led him out into the early morning. Trak asked questions about their captivity as they walked to the mess line. Ben didn’t tell him anything that Trak hadn’t already guessed. 
With their exciting entrance, Trak wondered what they would do now that they had arrived at the northern Toryan army camp.  While he ate the bland Toryan breakfast, he remembered the smell of bacon at the Kandannan camp and wished the Toryans had fixed the same, but he’d have to be satisfied with porridge that only contained a few plump raisins.
Tembul joined Ben and Trak just as the two were about to leave.
“Thank you for saving us, Trak. You could have just taken off and no one would have known the difference.”
Trak had to process Tembul’s words. He would have never thought to desert his friends. “Something I had to do. I couldn’t live with myself knowing I did nothing to save you two or my fathers or my aunt. If it was only Lenis…” Trak grinned and the other two laughed. “I’m just glad they didn’t execute you.”
“Maybe Lenis and I,” Tembul said. “We are obviously Toryan and maybe your father, but the other foreigners?” He shook his head. “They wanted more information.”
“And now we have more than they do,” Trak said.
“Nothing good,” Tembul said. “Riotro has visited the army that sits just on the other side of the mountains. Dianza is a much wider pass. There are no narrow parts like Lazanti Pass, so you can’t just fill a canyon up with rock. They can walk around whatever you deposit up there.”
“I thought we could repeat our success.”
Ben said, “I like the success part, but I’ve been over that pass once in my life and the repeat part is a definite ’no’. We’ll have to see what the current strategy is on the part of the commander.”
Trak shivered. “He scares me. I’m glad he believed me, but he’s not a warm person.”
Tembul laughed. “No, he’s not, but he is the best Torya has and that is no excuse. We’re scheduled to meet with him at the beginning of the next hour.”
“At least I don’t have to wash. Who end up cleaning me up?” Trak said, not really wanting to know the answer.
“Your aunt and Rasia helped, even with her broken arm,” Ben said, trying to suppress a smile. “She had to undress you to bind your wounds, and one thing led to another. I hope you’re not embarrassed.”
Trak couldn’t help the flush on his face. “Of course not,” he said, not believing his own words, and he didn’t think the two men in front of him believed him either. 
“Rasia said you are a fine specimen, if a bit scarred up.” Ben said.
Trak could believe the part about the scars. Everyday at Gio’s school brought another nick or cut on Trak’s body despite his ability to beat everyone else.
“Well, I have another one,” he showed the other two his knuckles, making his hand into a fist. “It’s a bit tight still.”
“I’m sure you can work it out,” Ben said.
The others showed up, and Trak had a bit of a difficult time making eye contact with the women.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
~
VALANNA RODE IN A CART FOR A FEW DAYS, letting her body do a bit of healing. The fall had shaken her up, but she was very glad she had survived. Without a shield, she would be in pieces, just like her flyer.
Evidently, Colonel Mirona had forgiven Sandy, who, after they had seen to Valanna, had entered the battle on the Loyalist side and now commanded a large company from an officer who had been killed with an arrow. By the time he had entered the fray, the battle was largely won, but fighting still persisted until nightfall, so Valanna had been told. 
Nullia had taken the Colonel aloft a few more times to make sure the enemy hadn’t gathered for a counterattack. Valanna hadn’t really opened her eyes until the next morning.
The army camped about twenty leagues further ahead in a city not quite the size of Teraviza. The rebels had retreated to the northwest,  more towards Espozia. 
Nullia and Sandy went into the city and returned with a new flyer for Valanna. This one had a railing, and between the railings, a foot-high board was installed to keep things from flying off the platform.
“A new version!” Valanna said as she climbed aboard. The builder, a carpenter, had hinged one of the rails, so it could be lifted up for entry and then locked down, so it didn’t move during flight. She couldn’t help but beam when Nullia and she took it up into the sky. Valanna moved it quickly over the town in the surrounding countryside. The effects of her fall seemed to be history. 
“The raised edges mean we can tie things to the railing posts and don’t have to worry about the contents rolling over the side.”
Nullia laughed. She was more relaxed than ever. “I agree. Flyers will get better and better. Unfortunately, not many magicians have the strength and power to move them. You have to be an adept with wind. Sandy is quite taken by the railing. He says it makes him feel safer.”
In one sense, the limitations of flyers would prove to be a disadvantage, but then it made the ability to fly into a scarce commodity, Valanna thought. Time would prove out how important flyers would be to the world. 
Trak could fly. The thought had just popped into her head. She wondered how he fared, wherever he was. He might have reached his destination, the secret city of the Toryans. She fantasized about meeting up with him in the sky and chasing each other around, far above the trees and meadows of, maybe, Torya. Nullia had said how beautiful the vast forest looked to her. 
Valanna frowned at the thought of someone forcing down a flyer like the Toryans had done with Trak and Nullia.
“Why the dour look?” Nullia said, the wind blowing her hair into her face.
“I thought of the Toryans bringing down Trak’s flyer. That must have been a helpless feeling.”
Nullia grunted. “My whole Toryan experience was one helpless feeling after another. I’m just glad they let me go. I like it better doing what we’ve done, despite the danger.”
Danger, thought Valanna. She wasn’t immune to fear, but her adventures on this trip had made her tougher somehow, especially after she had survived the fall. Her walking among the rebel troops, neutralizing their magicians had been something she could have never done when Asem and Kulara had begun to teach her on the voyage from Balbaam to Tachium, the Colcan port. 
She smiled a bit grimly, she felt, at her thoughts of needing to be even tougher. She had a long way to go, but she felt more seasoned, more experienced. Within her, she could feel a spine of confidence that had grown. What would Kulara think? Valanna realized that now she didn’t care. Was that an indicator of her change? She nodded her head.
“You are having quite a conversation with yourself, Valanna,” Nullia said as she relaxed from her wind pose, letting the flyer drift in the light breeze ten stories in the air.
“I’ve changed,” Valanna said. “I’ve seen death and done things I could have never done before we started out. I survived being struck by lightning and potentially falling to my death. I’m certainly not as trusting. Sandy cured me of that.”
Nullia laughed. “Sandy has cured me of more than that,” she said, smiling. She looked years younger. Nullia had found love amidst the war and where Valanna had hardened, her friend had softened. Valanna wondered if others might have noticed the change.
~
Asem looked out over the battlefield from which he had just escaped. He noted how small the counter-attack really was when he saw it from high in the air. About twenty men gaped up at them, stopping in their tracks, now that their target had risen out of their reach.
The Loyalists had just about reached his position when the men turned and ran to the north. All along the wide front, the rebels were retreating. Asem could see where they met with officers, who turned the scurrying men into soldiers once again, forming up columns and withdrawing in an orderly retreat. 
The rebel lines moved slowly, since General Niamo had decided to let them go. He didn’t want to slaughter his own countrymen and Asem had to agree. 
“Let’s sweep across the battlefield,” he said to Bonigo, who presently flew the flyer with his wind pose. Kulara looked drained, sitting and holding onto a foot strap. 
Victory had come at a cost, since the only advance now consisted of men carrying stretchers, waterskins, and bandages. He could see the strips of cloth over the shoulders of men kneeling to bind the wounds of damaged men and women. 
The medical efforts started on the Loyalist side, and the flow of helpers edged over towards the rebel concentrations as well. At least the breeze up above the battlefield was cleaner than the stench that permeated the ground below. 
Asem remembered the smell of human misery well enough. Niamo, or Senior Dalistro, had made the right decision. He would counsel the same mercy if a fighting war broke out in the final stages of taking Pestledown. 
He knew he hadn’t finished the task of helping Misson win back his country, but he expected that efforts from here on would pay dividends in the future. He hoped Valanna and that Colcanan magician had successfully moved their tiny column north without much trouble. At least they had the support coming from the Santasian colonel and his modest army should they run into any resistance before they reached the Glazia River.
Kulara elbowed his side. “How did you get yourself into an impossible situation?”
Asem, shaken from his thoughts, gave his wife a half-smile. “Don’t you know that I thrive on impossible situations?”
“Dream on, husband. You wanted that magician, didn’t you?”
“I’m of an opinion that the black-robed magican was Riotro. It takes a certain ego to make a target of yourself like that.”
“Like you did?”
Asem nodded. “You were there to save me. I knew.” He understood his second wife well enough to know she would see through the bluff. He looked at her sideways, as he turned away from looking at the scene below. “Well, at least you were there to save me.”
Kulara snorted and put her arms around her husband. “It was my pleasure to pull your handsome hide out of harm’s way. It’s the only one I really love.”
Asem straightened up. “You put me to shame, woman.”
She pushed him away, but quickly grabbed him before he fell off the platform and hugged him fiercely. “I’ll expect you to properly apologize to me tonight. You have wounds to salve, and I have just the thing to make you forget your troubles.” She kissed him on the cheek.
“I’ll hold you to it.”
“And I’ll make sure that you do.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
~
A SMALLISH TENT HOUSED THE MEETING with the Toryan commander. Some of the attendees had to stand outside, but Trak and Tembul were escorted to stand next the commander looking down at a map.
The commander said something in Toryan. Trak looked at Tembul for a translation. “He’s pointing where the Kandannans captured our party and where you ended up saving us.”
Trak traced his own path with his finger. He had headed not quite in the right direction, but close enough to save his friends. Looking at the pass Trak hoped that the terrain was rougher than it looked.
“So the pass really is that wide and flat. Isn’t that what’s called a ’saddle’?” Trak said.
The commander nodded. “So what we need from you is anything to funnel the enemy in our direction,” he said in Pestlan.
“Make a pathway that you can defend…” Trak looked back down on the map. “That will be easier than blocking the pass. Show me where you want a barrier to go. I can get boulders into the area, but can’t your Toryan magicians place them using your floater spells?” He asked it as a question. “I’ll need to save some energy or I won’t be able to get anything done quickly.”
The commander looked at Tembul. “You know more about magical ability than I do, Tembul. Will that work?”
“It will. Where is there a supply of large rocks?” Tembul said, looking back down at the map.
“An avalanche hit this place early this spring,” the commander said. “There are plenty of rocks there.”
Trak thought back to lessons learned from Misson. What they discussed had been done before, by bringing down trees to create a channel of enemy soldiers with the purpose of funneling them towards a selected battlefield. This strategy served the same purpose. He smiled at the thought of finally combining something learned with something actually happening. “Good. We can’t stop walking troops, but we can direct the mounted men and their supply wagons. Is there a narrower spot than right at the top of the pass? You know, we can also cut down trees in certain places to do the same thing.”
The commander frowned. “We don’t cut down trees in Torya.” 
He glared at Tembul, who whispered in Trak’s ear. “He will, but not as part of the general strategy. We treasure our trees.”
Trak pressed his lips together and rubbed his hands. “We should get right to it. I can start planning today, but I am still recovering from using too much power.”
“I understand,” the commander said. “Spend the day with your friends spying out a probable route and bring the details back to me. No rock lifting until tomorrow. We will begin to confine the movements of the enemy with our troops.”
“Can I copy the map?” Trak said.
The commander handed him a leather case. “I’ve got one in here. Feel free to mark it up. You two are dismissed.”
Trak left the tent and heard the commander speaking in Toryan to his officers.
“What do you think?” Trak said.
Tembul walked silently alongside Trak for a bit. “We do what we can. The commander didn’t talk about you joining in the fight. He knows your skills. I’ve told him, but perhaps he doesn’t trust you.”
“But you trust me, right?” Trak said. Suddenly he wanted to hear Tembul give him some support. 
After an uncomfortably long silence, Tembul nodded. “More than any other outsider.”
What was his response called, faint praise? Trak thought. He would have to speak with Honor, Neel, and Ben about their new assignment anyway. If Tembul couldn’t make it to their discussion, all the better. 
~
“We’ll need provisions, so we can work in the field rather than returning here every night,” Honor said. “Tembul can you arrange that? I think we have enough here to carry on without you.”
Tembul smiled at them and gave them a little bow before leaving.
Trak sighed. “Thank you. Now we can talk a little more openly with Lenis and Tembul gone.”
Able folded his arms and leaned back against a tree. They sat at the edge of a little clearing with the map on the ground in front of them. “Now what are we going to talk openly about?”
“The Toryans don’t trust us and we are given make-work here.”
Neel rubbed his chin with the back of his hand. “Not quite make-work, but we aren’t in the fighting. Are they protecting you?”
Trak hadn’t thought of that. “Why would they do that? Keeping me alive for seeking out the Princess?”
“Is she always on your mind?” Rasia said, lifting a corner of her mouth in half a smile.
“Not her,” Trak said and then realized what he had said and felt his face get hot.
Neel slapped him on the back. “Maybe you’ll head north to Espozia after all?”
“If we don’t actually help the Toryans defend their homeland, perhaps that is what I should do.”
“We should do,” Ben said. “We should stick together. We’ve taken care of the southern pass, so we make the funnel and then leave. The Toryans will keep the rest of the Kandannans from invading Santasia, even without an alliance.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t much like the Toryans anyway.” He looked at Neel. “How did you survive?”
“I was only a little kid and I didn’t know any better, Ben,” Neel said. “It is clear we aren’t wanted, but we still have work to do here to keep the Kandannans at bay.”
“Indeed,” Ben said. “So let’s see what we can do.” He bent over to look more closely at the maps. “Have you flown over this terrain?”
“None of us have gone aloft since we got here,” Trak said. “I think we should, though. Seeing is better than guessing.”
“You’ve got that right, son,” Able said. He looked sideways at Rasia. “I could keep you company walking around the camp while these four are aloft.” He smiled.
Rasia frowned. “I’ve got more scout experience than any of you. Perhaps we can put it to good use out in the field, even with this,” she said holding up her wrapped and splinted left arm.
“Then, Able, why don’t we get an escort for you?” Neel said. “Tembul can do that and find a soldier who can speak Pestlan to talk to you. Reconnoiter. See what happens. Notice how the soldiers are grouped and their organization. We’ve not done that yet, and you can probably do that and ask questions less pointed than I ever could.”
Able brightened at the thought. “Not a spy, but an observer?”
“Precisely.” Neel smiled again. “Observe and see if you find anything significant. Chances are you won’t, but it’s worthwhile for one of us to do it. If we all waltzed around the camp, there would be too much talk.”
“I’ll do it…even without Rasia.” He grinned at the woman.
“Rasia can fly with me,” Honor said. “Maybe Ben, too. Then Neel, Trak and Tembul in the other flyer…all with Toryan blood in their veins.” She looked at Neel.
What was that remark all about? Trak thought. He had never really thought along those lines before. Was that a Colcanan thing? He’d have to keep his eyes open to see if there was an undercurrent that he should know about. Maybe Neel would know. 
All of a sudden his friends had taken over from him. He had thought of himself as the leader, but then he thought back and realized that he didn’t make many group decisions. He acted well enough, but that didn’t make him in charge. He would have to decide how he felt about that. 
Trak certainly wasn’t vying for leadership. He had always considered his actions as responding to whatever was needed. He led himself, that he knew. The rest of the group worked as a group and generally made decisions based on consensus. He looked over at Neel, poring over the map with Rasia. 
Neel led more than anyone. Ben acted as a mentor, which Trak thought fit him perfectly. He leaned back over the map and tried to make sure he learned from the questions and answers that were being thrown about by them. For the present, Trak could put his anxiety about fighting aside.
~
Tembul returned with enough provisions for a week, but the commander wanted them to start on the funnel the next day. He agreed to leave Able behind. One less person, a big person at that, would only make their trip shorter. Truly, Able added nothing to the scouting and funnel-making activities.
Trak spent the night trying to relax. He tried to dampen the disappointment he had felt living with the Toryans. As they talked about heading into their lands, he thought that they would understand him, and he would find a home among fellow magicians, but these people didn’t trust him anymore than those in Bitrium. 
The Colcanans feared his power, but it seemed to Trak that the Toryans looked down on him and sought to use and then discard him. He wasn’t exiled yet, but if he did rescue the princess, then what? He realized that he had no idea. 
Perhaps he could find Valanna, and they could make a life together in some other country. He had to laugh to himself. Could that ever really happen? Trak felt something special about her, but it had been so long since he had seen her. He thought he might not be able to remember her face, but right then her image came into her mind. No problem visualizing her. That was a problem for another day, he decided. 
First he had to make the funnel and then? He vowed that once he had taken care of the Kandannan invasion that he would head for Espozia and find Valanna. The Toryans could let the princess become a Benninite or whatever you called someone who lived in Bennin.
Ben’s hand on his shoulder broke Trak from his musings. “Time to go. Tembul says the commander is very keen on us getting started.”
Trak nodded and walked across the small camp they had made apart from the rest of the Toryan force towards their flyers. 
“I’ll do the shield,” Neel said. Tembul knows the area better than either of us, so he will navigate, and you, my son, will make wind.” His father laughed. “I never get tired of saying that. Let’s go.”
Trak took them up twenty stories and followed Tembul’s instructions. He faced backwards and noticed Honor, Rasia, and Ben flying behind. At least he knew that Rasia would navigate. Tembul had left Able behind scouting out their allies after finding a Pestlan speaker, but would Tembul realize that Able had been tasked to do that? Trak shook his head. One thing at a time, he thought. First, the funnel.
~
They spent the rest of the day traveling to the westernmost edge of the funnel. A rocky ridge extended quite a ways east and they would begin to make obstructions pointing northeast towards its end. Honor took Rasia up as the darkness took hold and using Rasia’s sharp eyes, defined the edges of the Kandannan troops. Luckily, none were in the vicinity to start, but when they reached the midpoint of the funnel, they would be in the midst of their enemy.
By the time Honor and Rasia returned, the men had set up camp and were cooking the night’s meal. They’d have a fire tonight and one for breakfast. From then on, they would have to use heat from a pose to cook anything. 
While Honor and Rasia reported their findings, Trak pulled out the map and gave it a hard look. “Outside of this spur, nothing else matches anything on the map that I can see.”
“You are right,” Tembul said. “This stream doesn’t exist any more and the rest of the contours are off. It’s more rugged than indicated, but that is a good thing. The ridge has plenty of boulders that Trak can move. It is a matter of putting them in the proper place, along with felling enough trees that the Kandannans won’t bother to remove.”
Neel took a swig of water from his skin. “Do you think this funneling idea is still going to work, Tembul?”
The Toryan frowned. “I don’t think it will help protect Kizru any more than a standing army, but I’m not the commander.” He looked at Trak and then at the rest of the group. “Those are the orders we’ve been given.”
“Do you have any other ideas?” Ben said.
Tembul pursed his lips. “It depends on how much you are willing to get your hands bloody.”
Trak’s heart skipped a beat. He really had avoided the thought of using his magic unless threatened, but Tembul asked a question he couldn’t really answer.
Neel slapped his hand on Trak’s knee. “I know what you’re thinking, lad. You don’t want to kill innocent soldiers, but what do you think those men are going to do? They captured us without warning. They’ve invaded Torya or Santasia, depending on how you look at it. Did they come here just to twiddle their thumbs and wander aimlessly through the woods until the war is over?”
“No, I—”
Neel squeezed Trak’s knee. “You know that those soldiers will follow orders to kill other people, and they might not just be innocent soldiers. You can rationalize that in battle everyone is fighting for their lives, and it’s a fair fight, but it’s not. This isn’t a friendly fight with the village boys in Greenbrook. If you don’t fight for Torya, you are fighting for Kandanna. It’s a choice we all have to make. I’m with Tembul.” He looked at Tembul, who nodded. “Once our orders are fulfilled, we enter the fray. I say we take out the officers. Drop rocks on them and make them retreat without their leaders.”
Honor nodded her head. “I hate to say it, but Neel is right. We can cut the head off the snake because there is nothing the Kandannans can do to stop us as long as we keep our shields up.”
“It’s not fair, fighting that way,” Trak said. 
Ben rose to his feet. “What if Valanna were dead or injured fighting the rebels. Would you fight back?”
Trak didn’t hesitate. “I would. I went to your aid when you were captured, didn’t I?”
“These Kandannans have joined up with the rebels. Who is to say which one of them won’t be the one to kill any of us? To them, we are their enemies, so that makes them ours.”
“Enemies…” Trak said. He sighed. “I’ll think about it. We still have some work to do before we have to make a decision.”
“Right,” Neel said as they dispersed to their tents.
“What did I tell you about decisions?” Ben said, gesturing to Trak to stay seated by the campfire.
“If you don’t make a decision, you really have decided on doing nothing, and that is a decision,” Trak replied.
“And you have to accept the consequences of inaction.”
Trak knew when he couldn’t win. He held up his hands. He took a deep breath and then sighed. “I know what we have to do.” He had made his decision. He had decided to follow Tembul and Neel. He didn’t decide to kill anyone, but he knew that would be the ultimate consequence, and he would have to get used to it. “Neel says the world is headed towards a war with most countries affected.”
Ben sighed. “Even invaders, if they win, lose a large portion of their men. No country that fights to attack or defend comes away unscathed. Torya, Colcan, Pestle, Warish. The Kandannans will have their own dead to take care of, even if the fighting never moves to their country, which it probably won’t. No one wants anything in Kandanna.”
“What about the people on the Bennin or Vashtan continents?”
Ben let out a grim chuckle. “Who is to say someone or some nefarious group aren’t pulling strings somewhere?” He raised his hands. “It’s futile to guess now. Go to sleep. Just think of what we have to do tomorrow and let the other decisions come in their time; they generally do.”
Trak nodded. “There is the midpoint, that Honor talked about, where we will confront the Kandannans.”
“You’ll have to commit when we get there, boy. Making your decision before then won’t hurt you.”
Track stirred the dying embers of the campfire with a stick. “I have.” He sighed. “I’ll fight. I don’t like it, but I will.”
“I don’t like it either, but I’ll be there right with you.”
He went to sleep, later than he wanted to, thinking about Valanna and wondering what kind of decisions she had made.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
~
HIGH ABOVE THE BATTLEFIELD, VALANNA AND NULLIA HOVERED on their flyers twenty stories in the air, close enough to carry on their current conversation. The day had dawned crystal clear. Summer had come Valanna could feel currents of heat in the air. They had been three weeks traveling north and then east to the ocean where the Colonel’s army crossed the Glazia River and marched on towards Espozia. 
Not far from where they turned west to converge on Santasia’s capital city, an army half their size emerged from a forest.
“The magicians are wearing their robes,” Nullia said. “They must have half of what’s left of the Magician’s Guild in that army against the five of us.”
“As long as Riotro isn’t among them—” Valanna stopped in mid-sentence. A cluster of five black-robed figures emerged from the forest. “Blacks!”
Nullia squinted her eyes. “Riotro isn’t there. He would be shorter than all of them. Blacks. He couldn’t train that many magicians and conduct this war. We only had ten Purples at the guild, as it was and maybe two joined him.”
“Then could they be imposters to frighten the army? They frighten me, well enough.”
They both watched them as the magicians pulled back their hoods, but Valanna couldn’t recognize them from this high up. 
“Perhaps they are Kandannans. We should move back. If they know the spell that the Toryans used to bring down Trak’s flyer, then we certainly don’t want to—Ugh! I spoke too late. We are descending,” Nullia said as she dropped from view.
Use wind to blow yourself towards our lines!” Valanna said leaning over, watching Nullia descend. She began to use wind to move her flyer and suddenly found the flyer heading back up. She realized that she had escaped the range of the spell, but her hand went automatically to her mouth when Nullia reached the ground and the magicians ran to her flyer.
Valanna sped as fast as she could towards the Loyalist command tents. Colonel Mirona had to be told what happened, and then she would find Sandy and Lieutenant Navino. Nullia had to be rescued. She landed and ran towards the Colonel’s tent. 
“Nullia’s been taken,” she said. “They have more magicians than we thought.”
The Colonel sat in his tent sitting in front of the remains of his breakfast. He jumped to his feet, crumbs cascading down the front of his uniform. “What?”
“The army is half the size of yours, and they are filled with inexperienced, poorly-uniformed soldiers, but the magicians are a threat, and without Nullia, a battle might not work out to your advantage,” Valanna said.
Mirona dropped down heavily onto his chair. “Valanna Almond. What do you propose I do? I’m not keen on retreating from magicians. Not in my orders, you see.”
“Send a couple of magicians and myself to rescue her. We will disable the enemy magicians like we’ve done in the past and grab Nullia. They know how to bring down the flyers with a spell.”
“That’s even worse news. Takes away our advantage.” He put his hand to his ruddy just-shaven face. “Go ahead. I’ll send a unit along with you, but I can’t risk any magicians, you understand.”
Valanna nodded. “Sanda Pillora and Lieutenant Navino and a few scouts.”
Mirona called outside the tent and scribbled an order on a sheet of paper. “Take this and leave as soon as you are able,” he said. “I can’t hold up the battle for much longer. Were you up long enough to get any kind of intelligence that can help?”
Valanna struggled to clear her mind of Nullia’s plight while the Colonel brought out a crude map of the battlefield. She closed her eyes to remember what she saw, and then opened them. 
“They are deployed in the forest, but the forest is not very deep and they only stick out to here.” She drew her finger along where she remembered the back of the camp to be. “I don’t remember seeing any other camps further out. The magicians must have all camped in the forest, because they came out of it in a group.” She furiously racked her brain for another moment. “No cavalry, unless hidden under the trees. Everyone in the back was an irregular soldier.” She wrung her hands. “If the density of soldiers in the open is the same as under the forest, they don’t quite match the force we have. I said that before, didn’t I?”
Mirona gave her a rueful smile. “You did, but not with this extra detail. When you rescue Nullia, let the scouts roam in the woods a bit before they return. If they can bring down your flyer, then don’t take it.”
Valanna nodded her head. “I was going to. I guess I’m not thinking clearly.”
“Clearly enough. You’ve become quite a plucky woman, Valanna Almond. Bring Nullia back and all those that go with you.”
“I will, sir.” Valanna saluted.
He stood and saluted back. “Good luck, soldier.” 
She didn’t know what to make of that as she quickly left the tent in search of Sandy.
~
Valanna remembered a creek that had bit deeply into the earth creating a waist-high ditch of sorts that ran from the camp to the forest. Her group splashed along the bottom, crouching as they approached the woods. The creek veered away from their direction, so they climbed up the bank and rushed to the forest’s edge.
After running through the spells that she knew, Valanna assumed a pose and spoke a power word. Tendrils of mist began to rise from the ground, creating a fog through which she paused and posed as they proceeded through the trees. 
Scouts ran ahead of them, taking care of rebel watchmen as they rushed through the underbrush. A scout, barely visible in the fog, motioned them down. Valanna felt Sandy’s big hand on her shoulder, pushing her behind a bush. Brambles tore at her hands. 
“Do you have a weapon of any kind?” Sandy said.
Valanna nodded. “I have a long knife strapped to my calf.”
“Get ready to use it.”
She didn’t know if she could actually cut another person’s flesh with the blade. She had bought it to boost her confidence, but his words brought into focus the peril she had put these people in, as well as herself. Valanna thought of Trak and wondered how he would react in this same situation? Her last view of him had been his using his own sword as a wand. He projected such power. Could she do the same? Nullia talked of pulses. 
Her hand lifted up her skirt and wrapped around the knife’s hilt. She withdrew it and clutched it in the misty light, staring at the blade’s edge. This would be her wand, and if need be, she would use it to free Nullia. The mist began to dissipate, so Valanna stood to do another pose.
“Intruders!” a voice called out. Valanna could barely see the soldier, but that didn’t stop her from laying out another round of the fog. The hissing of an arrow sounded in the mist, not hitting anyone. 
“What do we do?” Valanna said.
A scout appeared. “This way.”
They all crouched down and crept away from the direction of the voice. It seemed like an hour before the scout stopped them. 
“We are closer to where the magicians are camped. Most of the army is not in the woods. Mostly officers, magicians and their guards are camped under the trees and roaming about. They are trying to fool us. The magicians are over there.” The scout pointed. 
Valanna couldn’t see anything beyond the trees. She would have to blindly follow. She wished there were poses for magicians crouched behind bushes; she certainly would feel better if there were. Her palms became sweaty as she thought of the arrow’s hiss through the fog. 
“Anyone with me, stay close, so I can use a shield,” she said quietly as the scout beckoned them forward. 
Her heart began to beat in her ears when she heard voices up ahead. She didn’t hear Nullia’s voice, but the woman wouldn’t be with anyone other than the magicians. The five black-robed magicians had to be up ahead. Was this rescue attempt a stupid idea? The Colonel didn’t think so. Sandy would have stopped her if he thought they were on a fool’s errand. 
She put her hand to her mouth and wondered if Sandy was a fool. That made her one as well. Her lip curled into a ghost of a smile. Then she would try to be the best fool ever. Valanna thought of Nullia’s flyer descending and gritted her teeth. Best fool ever, she thought again, then that was what she would be.
The scout urged them on until they looked through a screen of brush into the magician’s camp. They were off by themselves, away from the army. Pulses, Valanna reminded herself. Shoot pulses.
She well knew that magicians were vulnerable like anyone else to a sword or knife. She gripped her weapon even tighter when she noticed Nullia tied up against a tree. Her head hung down, but they wouldn’t be tying her to a tree if they had killed her. 
Sandy whispered in her ear, “I’ll take a scout around the camp and untie her. 
Did the magicians use the Absorption Spell on her? “She might be under their influence through a spell, so make sure she doesn’t make any sounds.” Valanna said. Her mind worked though the poses and power words she could use. Unlike the fight in Sunbeam’s restaurant, Valanna had no magicians to back her up. She motioned to Sandy and gave him, along with Lieutenant Navino and another scout, time to make their way around the camp. 
Two scouts crouched next to her. She stood up and made more fog and then hid again. She relied on that to protect them from the sight of any soldiers in the vicinity. 
“I see them,” a scout said as the fog began to thin. 
Valanna squinted and made out vague shapes through the underbrush behind Nullia. She took a few deep breaths and stood up and inched her way to a tent. “Worry,” she said. Then she assumed the sleep pose, “Paranon!”
As she slid through the camp, she continued to use the two spells until three Blacks entered the camp. They posed while Valanna protected the two scouts with a shield. “We will inch our way towards them, and then you use your swords.”
The Blacks continued to back up towards Nullia, throwing fireballs and continuous bolts of lightning. Her shield began to weaken a bit, so she immediately changed to wind and blew all three of them into the trees surrounding Nullia. Sandy and his companions took care of them.
Valanna swiveled around the camp. Six magicians, including the rest of those wearing black robes, had assembled on the other side of a campfire. She quickly used wind to blow the burning wood and embers into the magicians. She raised her knife and began shooting pulses of lightning into the cluster of struggling magicians batting away the flames on their robes. 
An arrow flew from the woods and hit the back of one of the scouts. Valanna panicked and swept the camp with pulses of fire, starting at one side of Nullia and ending on the other. The tents burst into flames and the bark of the trees smoked. 
“We have her!” Sandy cried. Their only exit was towards Nullia’s tree. One scout helped the other get across the camp and they headed into the woods.
After struggling to carry Nullia and the wounded scout for nearly a hundred paces into the woods, they slowed up. A row of supply carts filled a clearing. Valanna sighed. Salvation, she thought.
“Everyone in one of the wagons!” She pointed to the closest. They all piled into a cart.
“Are you going to take us all up?” Sandy looked into the sky.
Valanna barely smiled at him and nodded. “Hold on.”
Arrows began to pepper the side of the wagon as Valanna crouched down and then stood and made the lift pose. An arrow struck her thigh as they quickly rose into the air. She gasped, but held the pose long enough to gain the altitude they needed, ten stories in the air. 
“You’re injured!” Lieutenant Navino said. 
“That makes three of us,” she said. With sweat streaming down her face, she stood up again and assumed the wind pose. Valanna felt her power draining as the pain in her leg began to overcome her. 
“We are far enough.  Take us down,” Lieutenant Navino said, holding onto the wounded scout.
Valanna nodded and changed her pose to descend. She fell to the floor of the wagon before it gently hit the ground and tilted over on its side as it hit a rock wall that divided two fields. She spilled out onto the ground and screamed when the arrow snapped in two as she rolled over.
She blinked away tears of pain while Loyalist soldiers dragged the injured from the site. Someone put her on a stretcher, and she bounced as the pain began to come in ugly, intense waves. Valanna had no idea what had happened to the others and felt vaguely disappointed that she didn’t care. 
The pain continued to overwhelm her. It felt like her leg needed to come off. She wailed at the thought of losing her leg. The agony locked her tightly into a cocoon, absorbing all thought. An intense pain shocked her to screaming again.
“It’s out,” she heard and opened her eyes. She looked up at a white-garbed healer who held the stub of an arrow in his hand. She noticed the splotches of blood on his apron. “Now we disinfect and sew you up, Miss Almond,” he said gently.
“The others…” Her voice hardly sounded like her own. Now she didn’t feel so disappointed in herself.
“Drink this, first,” the healer said.
Anything to get rid of the pain. She drained the offered cup. “The others.”
“The woman is still unconscious, but our magicians think she needs to wake up.”
“Have them use ‘worry’.”
“Worry?”
Valanna struggled to nod. “They’ll understand.”
“The scout comes after you. We have put him out, Colonel’s orders. This is going to still hurt a bit.”
Valanna wondered why they hadn’t given her a sleeping potion as her mind began to go fuzzy. She remembered closing her eyes…
~
The day had turned to night by the time Valanna again opened her eyes. A lantern lit up her tent, and someone had provided a cot to sleep on.
“You’re back with us,” Nullia said, sitting across on her own cot. “Thank you for reminding Colonel Mirona’s idiot magicians about the ‘worry’ spell. How do you feel?”
“Groggy.” Valanna put her hand to her head. She couldn’t feel any fever, but her leg still ached.
“Stitches leave a scar, so when I came to, I used the wound pose on your leg. An hour or two ago, your wound wasn’t hot, that is good news. Don’t get up tonight, unless you have to. Move slowly so you don’t disrupt the healing,” Nullia said. “You are out of commission for the next few days.”
Valanna sat straight up. “But the battle—“
“Is over before it even begun. We got all of their magicians and burned half of the forest down in the bargain. Who knows how many officers died in the fire?”
“The scouts said that most of the people were camped on the meadow.”
Nullia nodded her head and then shook it. “The fire turned out to be a well-intentioned blunder. They thought we would think that they had as many men under the leaves as there were in the fields.”
“The Colonel thought that when he sent me to fetch you.”
“If there were that many camping in the forest, then you would have never been able to get to me, I’m sure,” Nullia said. “They thought they were clever by showing five men in black robes.” She shook her head again. “Now that they have retreated towards Espozia, you’ll have plenty of time to rest. The main forces are still fighting their way north, but we don’t want to get to Espozia before they do, do we?” She smiled for the first time that evening.
Valanna managed one herself. “No. Is the scout okay?”
Nullia’s face darkened. “He died while the healer tried to get the arrow out. The bleeding never stopped.”
“He died protecting me.”
“…And died saving me,” Nullia said. “You should have just let them take me.”
“No! I need you—we need you. The Colonel didn’t hesitate when I asked—”
“You asked to save me?” Nullia clucked her tongue. “Silly girl. Silly Sandy.”
“Did someone mention my name?” Sandy stuck his head into the tent. “Are you both decent?”
Nullia sneered, “It depends on how you define ‘decent’. If you mean presentable, then yes.”
“Good,” he crouched underneath the low tent roof and sat beside Nullia and took her hand. The cot creaked alarmingly. He shrugged. “If it collapses, we’ll all have a good laugh and I’ll be responsible for finding a replacement, since we are staying here for a while.” Sandy grinned at Valanna, who leaned her head back on her pillow. She turned on her side to see the both of them. “The wagon didn’t make a good flyer, did it?” he said.
“I wasn’t in the best shape with my wound,” Valanna said. “I could barely generate enough wind to get us out over the rest of the forest. The lifting spell isn’t so bad, but it takes a lot of wind to move a wagon filled with people.”
Nullia nodded. “I doubt if I could do it, even healthy. Valanna has proven her worth, yet again.”
Valanna gave her magician companion a weak smile. “It has become boring saving each other, hasn’t it?” 
“It’s worked this far,” Nullia shrugged and then squeezed Sandy’s hand. “Not much farther, I hope.”
Valanna closed her eyes. The strain of her injury began to make her eyes heavy. The quiet murmurings of Sandy and Nullia began to fade as her mind returned to the rescue.
She regretted the death of the scout, but she had to remind herself that they were in the middle of a civil war, and the casualties of their rescue attempt could have been much worse. She nearly gasped out loud when she remembered Nullia’s inert form. What if they had gone to save her and the magicians had already killed her? 
Fortunes of war. Misson had used that term enough in their conversations in Espozia and back in the town of Mozira. Those fortunes brought her back close to the capital city, and she had the scars to prove it, including a new one few would ever see. 
Nullia’s giggling intruded on her thoughts. Sandy had certainly brought a new dimension into Nullia’s life, or maybe resurrected a less-severe version. Valanna smiled at the thought and let her mind wander into slumber.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
~
TRAK THOUGHT OF THE JUMBLE OF LOGS with their broken branches making the stack look even less stable. Tembul had turned the stack into a trap. Neel, Able, and Tembul began to set traps where there weren’t rocks to fill in the funnel. Traps might keep the troops from leaking south too soon, so Tembul had made it look like their efforts at camouflage weren’t done very well. He looked up at the stars from his bedroll, thinking of Tembul’s explanation.
According to him, people would rather avoid a trap than set it off and, instead, move past it. Trak had to believe him. There were a lot of things that he began to question, now that they were working in the field. Trak’s lessons in Misson’s house were being tested by the practical things that Neel, Tembul, and Rasia talked about. Those three had real experience. Neel never would talk about his military experiences, no matter how much Trak goaded him, at least he talked about techniques and strategies that had worked and those that hadn’t.
Rasia just had a good head on her shoulders. Trak noticed the practical way in which she approached problems and how she volunteered her opinions. Colcan wasted her as a scout in the Bitrium forces. 
Of all of them, Tembul had a vast knowledge of woodcraft. He knew which trees would be better to cut down. Trak noticed that where he could, he chose looked less healthy than the ones he told them to leave intact. Rasia and Tembul designed all of the traps, and Neel worked more closely with Trak in placing the rocks.
They worked long days instead of the expected hours, plugging gaps in the rugged terrain. Trak always went to sleep exhausted from using his powers. Ben operated the flyer with Honor, and they had decided when Trak had done enough work. Perhaps Trak should have fought against quitting earlier when he knew he had more strength, but he reminded himself that they were a team, a unit. All of them had a role, and it seemed that they all worked well together.
He wished that they would continue for months, years even, doing what they were doing. They had avoided any conflict, and that suited Trak, but in the next day or so they would reach Honor’s designated midpoint, and that meant turning their activities from defensive to offensive. Trak continually vowed to fight. He thought of Valanna and knew he had to protect her from the rebels and the Kandannan hordes. 
The enemy didn’t seem too much like a horde, actually. They were soldiers fighting against Santasia and for Riotro. Now there was a man Trak could fight. He didn’t hate Riotro, but he knew from every snippet of information that Riotro had been the prime instigator. All of the deaths that he caused on both sides made the Black Master an evil man in Trak’s eyes. With anger, he clutched his fist in the dark. 
He had to hold onto that anger because they could be lured into the fight at any time. The night sounds suddenly stopped. Trak sat up. Something or someone had made the forest silent. He slid his sword out of the scabbard that he kept close by. He heard a similar sound from Neel and then from Rasia.
Trak would use his sword differently from the others. He silently rose to his feet. The moon had descended, and he tried to stretch his hearing to notice any other sounds in the darkness. To his left he heard the crack of a branch. To his right he heard the barest hint of a whisper in the cool night air. 
Tembul appeared as if from nowhere at his side. Trak had to squint his eyes to make out where the Toryan pointed. He grabbed Tembul’s arm as he pointed. 
Tembul nodded. “Close your eyes,” Trak whispered as he rose to his feet and struck a lightning pose. He pointed his sword in the direction that Tembul indicated, and after closing his own eyes, sent a pulse of lightning into the woods. 
A scream shocked the woods into a cacophony of sounds. Birds squawked, and all of Trak’s friends jumped to their feet. An arrow flew past Trak’s shoulder. He set up a shield while Ben sent more pulses of fire into the woods.
Trak smiled at Ben’s use of pulses. Ben gave him a quick grin and then turned back to work. Neel and Rasia fled into the forest. Trak knew they would be fighting the intruders in their own way. His father still did not want to use his magic and trusted in his sword.
Honor stood, somewhat horrified, in shock from the early morning attack. 
“Shield,” Trak said. She blinked in the light of Ben’s fireballs, but they stopped when Ben ran out of targets. Tembul leapt towards the burning timber and used his magic to quench the flames.
“That must be most, if not all of them,” Rasia said, breathing heavily when she stumbled back into camp. “We won’t know until daylight when we can follow their tracks.”
Tembul agreed. “Using light at night will only make us targets. Since we are awake, I suggest we stow our gear and find another camp a bit farther away from this one and return at daylight.”
Neel joined them shortly, with a bloody Kandannan in tow. “He speaks Santasian,” Neel said. “He says we got them all. A scouting party.” He smirked at Ben. “I used a truth pose on him.”
“Good!” Ben said. 
“Their main force is just to our northeast. They recently moved out to join the rebels in their defense of Espozia. There are rumors that the Kandannans will move south to Kizru after Riotro has defeated the Loyalists.”
“Does he know—” Tembul said. 
“Ask him yourself.” Neel threw the man down at Tembul’s feet. The scout sat patiently, looking up at his captors.
Tembul made his own truth pose. “How many troops are in the north?”
“I don’t know,” the man said. Trak could see the Kandannan thinking as he spoke. 
“Be more specific,” Neel said.
The Toryan raised his hand. “I know how to interrogate.” He looked back down. “How many Kandannan troops and their allies are headed to Espozia?”
“Two armies.”
“Tell me the total number of men and women in the two armies.” Tembul said. Trak could hear the impatience in his voice.
“Six thousand.”
“How many are headed south towards Kizru?”
“None,” the captor said.
Tembul grimaced. “How many Kandannan troops and their allies are south of us in the Toryan forest lands on the east side of the mountains?”
The man pursed his lips, but the spell forced him to answer. “One to two thousand. We don’t know because of Toryan fighting and the South Pass closing.”
“How close are your countrymen?”
“Two or three leagues to the northeast.”
“Let’s go,” Neel said. “We’ll tie him up and leave him here.”
“Blindfold him,” Ben said in Santasian. “We don’t want him to follow us into the woods.”
“Good idea,” Honor said, pulling the scarf from her neck and tying it around the captor’s head. 
Neel had already bound his hands, so they made quick work of trussing him up and made sounds as if they were walking into the woods, but silently returned and took off in their flyers. The man would never know which direction they went.
Honor led them in the dark, high above the trees. Trak shivered in the cold wind, but it was plain to see that the fires Honor had noticed days ago had shifted towards Espozia. The Kandannans were on the march, but they moved slowly.
The team spent two more days completing the funnel as best as they could before they returned to the northern forces of the Toryan army. An unhappy commander greeted them as they descended from their flyers. 
“Were you successful?” the commander said. Trak’s Toryan understood that much of the man’s tirade.
Tembul looked sideways at Trak and Neel and stepped forward, speaking Toryan to the commander. 
“He just told him about the change in the Kandannan army’s direction and that there may be only a thousand or so troops heading south,” Neel said. 
The commander pursed his lips and replied to Tembul’s report. Neel’s eyes widened, and he tensed up, his fists clenching.
“Lenis has taken Able to Kizru, at the commander’s request, for asking too many questions,” Neel said. “The commander is not happy with us.”
Trak narrowed his eyes. “And I’m not happy with him,” he said quietly.
The commander glared at the both of them while Tembul seemed to be pleading Able’s case. The exchange continued for a bit and ended with the commander stalking back inside his tent. Tembul was asked to stay outside.
“Your friend is a hostage,” Tembul said. “He will remain in Kizru until you return with the princess. King Basiul had already given orders to have one of your friends taken to the capital. When given the opportunity, they took Able.”
Neel’s face grew red. “But that will take months, maybe a year or more.”
“He will be treated well, don’t worry,” Tembul said, but Trak had his doubts knowing the fractious nature of the nobles in Kizru. “There is nothing to be done at present.”
“Did I hear that the Toryan army is heading south?”
Tembul nodded. “Most of the force will set up a somewhat permanent camp at the bottom of the funnel. The rest will join with the southern army and rout the Kandannans. They will be annihilated if they can’t retreat through the Dianza Pass.”
“And your impressed Toryan brothers?” Trak said.
“Will be annihilated along with them if they raise their blades against our forces, but the commander promised to use the worry spell wherever possible. I’m not certain he will, but he should.”
Trak wondered if there were any redeeming qualities among the Toryans. “I want to go north,” Trak said. “I will fight for the Loyalists and find Valanna. I won’t go back to Kizru until then.”
Neel looked at Tembul, and then back at Trak. “What about Able?”
“He might be much safer in a jail cell than fighting the rebels,” Trak said.
“True,” Ben said. “I’m with you, Trak.”
Neel scowled and then gave his head a quick jerk up and down. “Better fighting for a real cause than sitting waiting for Kandannans to head around the funnel.”
“Or slaughtering the southern Kandannan army,” Rasia said. “What honor is there in that?”
“Honor’s here,” Honor said with a faint smile on her lips. “I will go north as well. Riotro is an evil man. The Toryans aren’t quite as nasty.”
“As nasty?” Tembul said. 
“No.” Honor replied with anger in her eyes. 
“It’s settled then. Will the commander let us go?” Neel said. 
“He will if I go with you,” Tembul said.
“Are you willing to fight for a cause you aren’t a part of?”
The Toryan smiled. “Do you think Riotro won’t turn his Kandannan allies around and head south to conquer Kizru and then Colcan? He will, from everything you have told me and the rumors that the scout talked about.”
“He will,” Honor said.
The commander’s meeting had obviously ended when officers scurried out of his tent. He walked over to the group.
“We are heading north,” Tembul said in Pestlan.
“You are headed with us to the bottom of your funnel.”
Tembul shook his head. “We can do more harrying the Kandannan troops as they head north. The Pestlans and Colcanans with me all feel that is where their honor lies.” Tembul looked sideways at Honor.
The commander ground his teeth. “You will have to take one more Toryan in case something happens to you.” The man rubbed his chin. “A western Toryan officer that you captured in the south has just arrived in my camp. I don’t want him poisoning my troops. You take him with you. His name is Sirul.”
“We will take him tomorrow morning when we leave. He will find us at the northern edge of the camp,” Tembul said. 
The commander nodded and returned to his tent, and then he returned to the doorway. “It is your life if you don’t return to Kizru with the boy,” the commander said. “I care not about the rest.” He disappeared back into his tent.
“A death sentence?” Ben said to Tembul.
The Toryan shook his head in disgust. “What an empty threat. If I don’t go back to Kizru, who exactly is going to take my life?” He walked a few more paces and stopped, shaking his head again. “What an idiot!”
~
“How much magic do you really have?” Tembul asked Sirul, the western Toryan that Trak had first freed from the Kandannan compulsion spell at the southern pass.
“Moderate. I can do about fifteen poses.” Sirul shrugged his shoulders. “Others can do more, but I definitely have talent.”
Trak tried to follow the conversation in Toryan, but all he caught were words here and there and had to rely on Tembul’s translations.
“We can teach him to lift. How about shields? Can he shield us from the spell that makes us descend?” Trak said to Tembul.
“I believe so. We can try out his ability to create wind, but I doubt he can do so for very long.”
“At least he can protect a flyer,” Neel said. “That’s good enough for me.”
“Better than anything I can manage,” Rasia said. 
“That depends on what you can manage,” Neel flashed a smile at the woman. “I’m sure you can manage many things better than Sirul.”
Rasia growled and began loading their piled gear into their flyers with her good arm.
“Prickly,” Neel whispered.
“I would be, too,” Honor said from behind her half-brother.
Neel winced and went over to apologize to Rasia and help her stow gear, as well.
“Obviously, Sirul will fly with me,” Tembul said. “Neel and Ben, Rasia, Trak, and Honor. Do we have any idea where we should be heading?”
“I’ll go with my sister and Rasia,” Neel said, wincing as he looked over at Rasia adjusting the load in her flyer. “Penance.”
Trak wished Able could join them, but that was tempered just a bit by Lenis’s absence. At least Tembul or Neel could work with Sirul on his fighting skills. Maybe he would know enough offensive spells to defend himself when they went north. 
“Do you have any problems fighting the Kandannans?” Trak asked. “You might be up against one of your fellow Toryans.”
Sirul looked down at the ground, thinking. “What was that spell you used on me? Worry? I’ll use my magic to incapacitate, not to kill, if I can.”
Why didn’t Trak think of that? He could fight a different fight than just going out and killing people. All of their brainstorming before they left Kizru about how to use magic to fight armies had seemed fun to develop until they now would be facing the enemy and their activities could end up taking lives. Had he thought thoroughly enough? Trak shook his head, knowing that he hadn’t been. The guilt began to gnaw at him again. 
How far could he broadcast the sleep spell? Is there another spell that could augment its effects? He’d have to think of that. If he couldn’t avoid taking life, maybe he could come up with ways to minimize the numbers.
They flew north. Honor’s flyer went ahead of the rest with Neel and Rasia looking out for signs of the Kandannan army. Six thousand people heading in the same direction would be hard to hide.
They caught up to the Kandannan forces just as the sun set. Neel motioned to the two following flyers to head down to a meadow a few hundred paces ahead of the road that the army had followed for the leagues.
Tembul now held maps that the Toryan leader had given him before they left and spread them out to study before the day’s light expired.
Trak looked down at the map of all of Santasia. He thought back to his lessons on battles and had to speak. “What if the Kandannans aren’t headed directly to Espozia? What if they suddenly turn east and slam into the Loyalist forces?” He looked at Ben. “Didn’t you say that Senior Dalistro and his General were going to go right up through the central plains of Santasia? If they are this far,” Trak pointed two-thirds of the way from Gorinza to the capital, “and we are here. Then the Kandannans can just march up their flank before they reach the Glazia River. One of us needs to tell the Loyalists about the Kandannan army.”
“But what about our mission to harry the rear end of the Kandannan column?” Sirul said after Tembul did the translating.
“What mission?” Trak said. “We are up here to help the Loyalists in any way that we can. This is our own mission, not Torya’s. Right Tembul?”
Tembul nodded. “You are correct. All that is required is that you and I return to Kizru to release Able and then leave with an expedition to Bennin.”
“Bennin? I want to go!” Sirul said. “The Princess is a cousin. She will trust me.”
“Death may await you in that far-off land,” Tembul said in all seriousness.
Sirul’s face changed from earnest to grim. “In a way, I died when the Kandannans sent me to fight you. My life is my own to throw away, now.”
Trak put his hand on Sirul’s shoulder. He couldn’t be more than a few years older than Trak. “Let’s make it so we all return to Kizru? No talk about dying and failure. What happens, happens along our way, but the goal is to make it to Espozia and then return south.”
They all nodded. 
“So who should warn the Santasian Loyalists?” Tembul said.
Neel grit his teeth. “Ben and I. Rasia can’t speak a lick of Santasian, and the two women should travel together. That would mean Honor, Rasia and Trak on one flyer and Tembul and Sirul on the other. Ben and I can push two people on the flyer much easier than three, anyway.”
Trak didn’t want to lose both of his fathers from the team, but the choice was pretty obvious. “I’m glad I don’t have to give the news that the Toryans turned away from helping Santasia. We were the ones who plugged up the south pass, and the Kandannans are still free to enter from the north pass and head north. Kizru is protected and no one else.” He felt bitter about the actions of the Toryans, but with Sirul and Tembul now comprising half of the team, he had to hold his tongue and not say anything else.
“We leave tonight,” Neel said. “Ben?”
Trak’s former mentor nodded. “Travelling at night to get to the Loyalist army more quickly is worth losing sleep over, I’m afraid. Perhaps we can meet up again later.”
They all stood up from their circle around the map. Ben bent backwards to loosen his back. “I’ll provide a shield when necessary and, Neel, you propel.”
“I’ll let you lift us up into the air.”
“Happily,” Ben said as he began to help move Neel’s things to the flyer that he had shared with Trak.
Trak stood by as Ben and Neel lifted up towards the darkening sky and headed east, far above their heads. He realized that he had come to rely on Neel and Ben for moral support. Even Able had gone, leaving him with Tembul and Sirul, whom he didn’t know if he could trust, and Rasia and Honor. Of all of them, the only one he ever really felt comfortable around had taught him in a dance studio in Pestledown ages ago, at least what seemed like ages for a new eighteen-year-old.
He felt stripped bare and his confidence dipped. He tightened his hands into fists. He couldn’t lose sight of the fact that Able needed him to succeed.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
~
THE FULL MOON COULDN’T HAVE COME AT A BETTER TIME, Neel thought, as they flew east. Ben had tied himself to the post and laid down to rest once they were well underway. Neel let the flyer drift as he looked for a place to set the flyer down. He had to admit that he couldn’t go all night on his own. His joints had begun to ache while he maintained the wind pose.
He saw a small farmhouse far below. Perhaps they would have some food in the morning. He certainly wouldn’t be knocking on their door in the middle of the night. Not in the midst of a civil war. A stand of trees sheltered a pond and a small meadow that would be the perfect place to land and get some sleep and rest until the sun rose in a few hours.
Ben snored on the flyer, and Neel just threw the Colcanan’s blanket over him and found a place to nap close by.
~
“Get up.”
Neel felt the sharp tines of a pitchfork poking in his back. He obliged.
“What are you doing on my land?”
“I’m on my way to the Loyalist army.”
The man, who must own the farm, grunted. “You’ll never catch up to them on foot.” He withdrew his makeshift weapon.
“I agree,” Neel said, raising his hands in submission. “I have other means of transportation.”
The farmer looked around. “Did you drag that broken wagon all the way here?” he said when he caught sight of the edge of the flyer. 
Neel chanced a laugh. “My partner currently sleeps on that ‘wagon’ as you call it. We are both magicians bringing information to Senior Dalistro and General Niamo. Do you know who those men are?”
“I’m a good Santasian, and that means I’m loyal to the Council. I know of the General. I’ve heard of the Dalistro fellow before. He helps run the Council in Espozia.”
“Ben!” Neel called out towards the flyer. 
In a moment, a disheveled white head popped over the bushes that hid the flyer. He leaned against the central post and waved. “Found a friend?” Ben said.
Neel looked the farmer in the eye. “Are you a friend?”
The man put out his hand. “Good as…” He looked over to Ben. “You two fancy a breakfast? I don’t have much, but you are welcome to share.”
Ben walked out into the meadow. “I would be very happy for that. Neel and I missed dinner last night.”
Neel grinned. “We did, didn’t we? No wonder I lost so much vim and vigor on our trip.”
“How would I know?” Ben waved his hand. “I was out cold for most of the time, wasn’t I?”
The farmer looked around the meadow. “I don’t see a wagon or a carriage anywhere.”
“That broken down wagon? Our magical conveyance,” Neel said. “Want a ride?”
“Ride?” The farmer’s face filled with concern.
Soon Neel set them down in front of the farmer’s house.
“People would pay for a trip like that,” he said, scratching his balding head. 
“And you will, too. Breakfast, right?” Ben said. 
The farmer brightened. “Right!” He opened the door to the house and called for his wife.
When they sat down to eat, Neel began to ask about the Loyalist Army after profusely complimenting the farmer’s wife for a well-appreciated breakfast of eggs, bacon, ham, fried green tomatoes, and thick, fresh bread baked early that morning and slathered with butter.
“Not much for breakfast, eh?” Ben said. It didn’t take him long to eat his fill.
“How far is the army?” Neel said.
“They must be five or six leagues to the north of us and east a bit. Don’t got no maps of anything other than my farm, I’m afraid.”
“No need to be afraid,” Ben said. “How many men under General Niamo?”
“Ten, twenty thousand. I never did count. I sold a wagon of provisions when they went through the market town to the east. Lots of men, and women, too. All armed to the teeth with grim faces.”
“Probably scared out of their wits,” Ben said.
The farmer nodded. “Maybe that, too. Now that I think of it, someone mentioned a foreign magician flying around. Husband and wife, I think they said. Didn’t pay no attention to them,” the farmer said.
“Lord Asem and his wife, Kulara,” Ben said. “We both met them on the way to Kizru.”
The farmer furrowed his brow. “I haven’t heard of a place like that.”
“The Toryan capital, far to the south. We were there weeks ago, now. His best friend is there still.” Ben nodded to Neel. 
“And now that you’ve given us a wonderful breakfast, perhaps your better half would like a quick ride before we head north?” Neel said with a grin on his face.
The woman let Neel take her up ten stories and then pleaded with him to descend.
“That’s good enough for me!” she said, looking at her husband with accusing eyes. “You liked doing that?” She shivered and wished them good luck before ducking back into her house. 
“Don’t pay her no mind,” the farmer said. “She’ll be telling all of her friends come church time about her adventure. You go get them rebels for us. I don’t need no magicians telling me what to do.” The man’s eyes went round. “Present company excluded, of course.”
Ben laughed. “Present company included. We don’t want other magicians telling us what to do, either. Right, Neel?”
Neel merely nodded and climbed back aboard the flyer. Ben waved as they rose twenty stories into the air and took off to the north.
With some rest and some food, Neel felt they could go faster. Without the need of a shield below them, Ben could take over when Neel began to get tired. 
Before midday, they spotted a massive cloud of dust. 
Ben pointed. “Army.” He squinted. “I do believe I see a large bird flying over the army, or is it a flyer? Shall we intercept them?”
Neel stopped his pose and turned around to peer into the distance. “We shall.” He reassumed his pose, and soon they floated next to Asem and Kulara.
“Fancy meeting you here,” Ben said, with a twinkle in his eye.
Asem looked behind them. “I don’t see a massive fleet of Toryan flyers behind you, so I imagine your efforts failed.”
Ben colored a bit. Neel could tell easily against the man’s white hair. “Yes and no. Why don’t you escort us to General Niamo and we can tell the story all at once.”
Asem bowed. “Your wish is my command. Kulara will lead the way.” He gave his wife some instructions and Neel turned and followed Ben’s commands. They put down next to a large wagon.
The four of them stood in front of General Niamo, Senior Dalistro and Misson.
“I am sorry I can’t properly receive you. My tent…” Niamo tapped a riding crop on the side of the wagon, “is in there, and I can’t wait for it to be set up.”
Neel smiled at Ben and let the older man tell their story from leaving Asem to leaving Trak behind with the two flyers.
“So we have a large army that can attack our left flank at any time.”
Neel shook his head. “Not at any time. We have given you plenty of notice.”
“Should we wheel the army and attack them head on?” Senior Dalistro said.
“We aren’t tacticians, sir,” Ben said. “But we can observe. Trak, Honor, and the others will do what they can to stop the column, but five people against six thousand means they won’t do a great deal.”
Neel thought of Trak’s growing reluctance to inflict harm on his enemy. The boy’s confidence had weakened in front of his eyes during their travels in Torya. Trak didn’t exactly disappoint his father, Neel knew. He showed a great deal of courage at every step, but they were in a war, and if Trak hesitated, it could mean the end of him against a ruthless opponent.
The General and Garono Dalistro mounted and rode as their part of the column began to move again.
Misson stayed behind, letting soldiers and wagons flow around them. “You four will join me for dinner tonight. If you wish to fly ahead, the camp is already in the process of being set up.” Misson’s eyes sparkled. “My tent is much farther ahead and will be ready when I get there. I believe there are a few small lakes in the vicinity. You might want to refresh yourselves before I arrive. I apologize in advance for arriving as you see me now.” He spread out his arms showing them his dusty clothes. “I do believe flying is cleaner than riding in the midst of a traveling army.”
~
Misson smiled when he rode up to his tent. Ben Nomia and Neel Cardswallow sat on two of three folding chairs in front. Each held a flagon of something that they enjoyed and saluted Misson with a hearty gulp when he arrived in front of him. 
A soldier took his horse after Misson had removed his own saddlebags. “Well met, Gentlemen,” he said in Pestlan. “I trust you have already worked out a solution to our Kandannan problem.”
Neel’s eyes brightened and lifted his flagon. “After a few of these, I am sure the world will be at peace again.”
Ah, he regretted the prospect of Neel as an enemy. The way the world currently turned, anything could happen. “I suppose you already have one for me?”
“I’m disappointed you asked. I was hoping to drink it myself.” Neel pulled a similar drinking vessel from behind his chair covered with a white cloth. “By the way, I haven’t used the handkerchief, yet.”
Misson sat down and took a draft. He sputtered out some of the contents in his mouth. “This isn’t beer, this is good wine!” They must have raided his personal stores.
“Nothing but the best for your friends,” Ben said, smiling.
“My friends, indeed.” Misson growled and took a proper sip. He closed his eyes and savored the vintage. “Indeed.” He sighed. “I wish we were in the garden of my family house in Espozia. If the rebels haven’t absconded with it all, I have even better bottles well-hidden, I hope.”
“I’m glad we didn’t bring Trak then. He hasn’t developed a taste for good alcohol,” Ben said. 
“Yet. With the guilt he feels, it won’t be long,” Neel said.
Misson hadn’t heard any of this before. “He is a brave youth in my experience with him.”
After a sigh from Ben, the older man began to explain Trak’s recent questioning the necessity of taking a person’s life.
“Ah, poor boy. He’s still a teenager and suffers from a lack of experience. A war isn’t quite the right place to ease his moral pains, is it?” Misson said.
Ben shook his head. “I worry for him. He has great potential and if he begins to doubt himself…”
Misson patted the older man on the shoulder. “Trak has realized a good deal of that potential. Asem told me that he is an Innovator among the Colcanans.”
“Was.” Neel said. “They sentenced him to death and threw him off the highest tower in Bitrium.”
Ben cleared his throat. “Luckily, I knew of the likelihood of an execution and saved him.”
“Ah, now I remember. We talked of this in Mozira when I first arrived with Valanna. This flyer business is rather stunning. Valanna is flittering around eastern Santasia like a butterfly. She is part of a small army that will be collapsing on Espozia soon enough.”
“Not until you cross the Glazia, am I right?” Neel said. “The Kandannan army combined with the rebels can push you into the river.”
Misson nodded. “Something to talk about with my father and Adolphus, General Adolphus Niamo. Until them, let us drink a bit more of this wine. Lady Kulara and her husband Lord Asem should be joining us before too long with a report on the rebel army.”
The presence of these two lightened Misson’s outlook, despite their news. He had already suspected that a sizable Kandannan force could slip past the Toryans. His impression of those furtive people hadn’t changed with Neel’s quick discussion of the situation. He would just have to be patient and wait until evening when the pair presented their full story in Adolphus’s tent.
He leaned back and took another sip of his wine. The pair certainly picked an expensive vintage. He sniffed the flagon, looking forward to another one of Neel’s stories of his adventures in Pestle. Misson realized that he had enjoyed his interludes in Pestledown more than he thought.
~
Asem stayed away from Neel Cardswallow as they gathered around a map of the northern part of Santasia. The army’s camp looked to be towards the bottom of the map. He waited for the introductions of Ben and Neel to the others. 
Misson glowed with good cheer. Asem wondered if the three men had enjoyed a late afternoon in their cups. Misson became more accommodating and charming when drunk. That only made Asem think more highly of the Santasian spy. He wished he had a few Neels and Missons in the pay of the Warishian network in Pestledown.
The General called on Asem. “Where are the rebel forces?”
“I wouldn’t call it a full-scale retreat. I didn’t see panic in the orderly columns. They stop regularly and continue to train their forces. The rabble is getting less so,” Asem squinted at the map. “but they aren’t headed towards Espozia, but have veered to the east.” He put his finger on the map and moved it towards a river. “Curious, yes?”
“It fits,” Neel said. “They lure us to where they are headed, and the Kandannan army comes behind from the west. If they wheel to the east when they reach the River Glazia, then they can turn, and you are caught between two armies.”
“What is the terrain like in that spot?” General Niamo said, looking at one of his senior officers.
“They are going up the wide valley where the River Halgo runs north to merge with the Glazia. If we travel down the length of the valley, we will have small hills on either side.”
“High ground flanking us all the way,” Senior Dalistro said. “Not an imposing advantage for them, but it’s still an advantage.”
Niamo nodded his head. Asem saw the rebel strategy clearly when Neel mentioned the Kandannan army. “Where do we think the Kandannan army is?”
“Here,” Ben said. “They were about here when we split off. If this map is correct—“
“It is correct,” the General said flatly.
Ben gave the General a tiny bow. “Then they would turn east right after the edge of this little mountain range.”
“Indeed. I’m not going to put up with this. We will meet the Kandannans first and then the rebels. In order to complete their strategy, they need to get to the river, and that gives us much needed space.” The General rubbed his stubbled chin. “Mirona’s army?”
“Approximately here. They are just about to their staging area on the other side of the Glazia, sir. They will wait there until told to move on to Espozia,” an officer said.
“New orders.” The General peered at Asem. “Take your flyer and bring orders to the Colonel to cross the river again and head west. We will do a flanking maneuver of our own. It wouldn’t hurt to know what is between the Colonel and that tributary valley. We will talk strategy tomorrow after thinking about the situation on the road. You are all dismissed. Asem, leave tomorrow at dawn. Leave your wife here.” He looked over at Ben and Neel. “Take Cardswallow with you. Your wife can work with Ben for us.”
Asem walked out of the command tent confused by the General’s order. He drifted over to Misson who had just conferred with the officers in his group.
“Why the switch?”
Misson chuckled a bit and that rankled Asem a bit. “He doesn’t trust the Colcanans. He does trust you and your wife. Spread the risk.”
Asem had missed that for some reason. He mentally chided himself for not thinking strategically enough. He had recently spent too much time with Kulara, he thought. He wasn’t getting soft, but his mind wasn’t quite as sharp. Traveling to Valanna’s army would certainly give him the opportunity to hone his edge.
He had to search for Neel, but ran into Kulara first. 
“Ah, my love, we are in for a separation. I will miss your divine presence.”
Kulara laughed. “Is that what you call it?” She slapped him on his shoulder. “Take care of yourself. Can you trust the Pestlan?”
Asem’s sense of character had rarely let him down. “I think I can. I’ll have a better chance to find out now rather than glaring at each other in the future when we are headed in different directions. If I can open a channel into the Pestlan resistance, it might be very helpful for a number of reasons.”
“Co-opting the enemy?”
Asem shook his head gently. “No. We’ve talked about a greater stirring in the world. I sense that alliances may shift once or twice or more in the coming years. We need as many friends—“
“Friends? They would kill us in Pestle.” 
“Acquaintances? People who we know and know us set up the thinnest of bonds, but they are connections, nevertheless. A man…or woman…good in my line of work grooms the connections.”
“Ah. I understand, my gentled prince,” Kulara said as her eyes flashed. “Find your Pestlan, and then come to me tonight. We have words to say before we part.”
“Words?”
Kulara laughed and walked into the night, leaving Asem smiling. He cleared his throat and sought out Misson’s tent.
“Is Neel Cardswallow around?” Asem said to Ben. 
“Inside rummaging around Misson’s wardrobe for more appropriate attire.”
“I see,” Asem said. He did see. Neel’s clothes were more than travelworn and, quite frankly, gave off the aroma of a man on the march for days.
He stepped inside Misson’s tent. “Misson?”
“He’s not here,” Neel said holding up a tunic with his back to Asem. He turned around. “Oh. Might as well sit down and talk while I find something that won’t get me shot as a foreigner by either side.”
“I see your point,” Asem said.
“Right. I don’t want to see anyone’s point on this little trip.” Neel threw another tunic on a pile at his feet. “I’m done here, but this is as good a place to talk as anywhere. Misson won’t return for another hour or so. He is inspecting his troops.”
“Misson’s a good leader, better than his father or the General give him credit for.”
Neel frowned. “And you are a good enough leader to tell?” Asem heard tinges of antagonism in his voice.
“I’m a good enough judge of men. We are about the same age, aren’t we?”
Neel shook his head. “I am younger by some years, I suspect.”
“I’ve fought for years in the deserts of Warish and have, as you know, worked in the background for King Marom.”
“I know. You are good at what you do.”
Asem narrowed his eyes. “And are you good at what you do?”
Neel snorted out a laugh, more of a bark, it seemed to Asem. “I’m hardly victorious, am I? I was able to get Prince Nez killed.”
“Oh, you were behind that. Good work. There were so many layers that Marom couldn’t quite tell who had sent the messages.”
“I’m also on the run. Things were too dangerous in Pestledown. I can’t go back.”
“Not yet,” Asem said. “But don’t give up hope. There will come a time, I think. Harl Crustwillow amplifies our work in Pestledown. I’m not the monarch, but King Marom’s idea of ruling Pestle isn’t as, shall we say, rigid as King Harl’s?”
“You make it sound like Pestle will return to a free state once the king is overthrown.”
“Not necessarily free, but a better than it is now. I think this conversation is best postponed for another point in time. There are a lot of unforeseen developments that can happen to spoil any predictions, and there are other enemies who would generate more dire circumstances in Pestle than Warish.”
Neel’s eyes brightened. “I agree with you. Can we speculate about that? We might find more common ground.”
Asem smiled and got up. “We can do that as we go. I am going to spend the rest of tonight saying goodbye to my lovely second wife. I look forward to traveling with you, Neel. I’m afraid I’m not particularly adept at making magical wind, but I can shield us.”
“Another common interest. I can share with you what we’ve learned about flying.”
Asem rose and nodded. Unfortunately, he felt more tired than he wanted to. “We will meet in front of this tent at dawn?”
Neel nodded as he picked up his new clothes. “Until then.”
The night chill had just begun to settle in about the camp. Asem shivered while he jammed his hands in his pockets and sought out the tent where warmth of a different kind waited.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
~
TEMBUL MOTIONED FOR TRAK TO MOVE ALONGSIDE HIM. The pair sat far above the moving army, except this time, their flyers lay grounded behind them. Rasia, Sirul, and Honor labored to set up their camp at the inaccessible top of the small mountain that overlooked the northern tip of a mountain ridge that intruded on the western edge of Santasia’s great plains.
“They now turn east and we haven’t been able to do anything but observe,” Tembul said. “Do you have any ideas?”
Trak’s decision not to use killing force against the army marching below them had been respected by his companions, but now that the army turned towards the Loyalist forces, he grit his teeth in frustration. He gripped the rock ridge that hid them from the sight of any scouts far below.
He sighed. His friends hadn’t pushed him at all. He wondered if he insisted that they spent the rest of time on the top of the mountain, would they do just as he asked? So far that’s what they had done, but it appeared that the stark reality of soldiers marching to kill others created a deep uncertainty within him. 
Trak didn’t accept cowardice as his reluctance to kill. Whenever he had to act, he acted, but Trak feared his questioning mind would restrain his movements and that could cause the death of him. 
‘Grasp the nettle.’ Able had taught him that, and Neel heartily agreed. With his problem of inflicting pain and death, the nettle hurt him, in his mind and in his soul. He sighed.
“What was that for?” Tembul asked. 
Trak blinked his thoughts away. “I’m trying to come up with ideas. Perhaps it’s time to drop some boulders.”
“That isn’t the entire strategy, is it?” Tembul gazed out at the advancing column. It now began to stretch forward into the plains. 
“No. We stage it,” Trak said. As he fought off his fears, Trak’s thoughts had come alive with alternatives. “First, we drop some small rocks to get their attention, and then we kill their officers.”
“But won’t the army just march past us?”
Trak swallowed…hard. He had made his decision, and now he would have to live with it. “Without leadership? Do you think common soldiers will take the initiative if there are no officers to guide them? I don’t.”
Tembul whistled. “What about your desire to save lives?”
“I’ve come to the conclusion that in a war, the decision is often how many lives you save and who they are. What happens if this army turns around and retreats back into Kandanna. Will the Toryans engage them if they don’t attempt to move south across the funnel we made?”
“Oh, I see. They can move forward and die, or retreat and live. Something like that?”
Trak nodded. He felt like a piece of him was already dead and in his past, but he didn’t know what it was. “Exactly like that.” He wiped a tear from an eye. “They will only turn if they truly feel threatened and words won’t do that, will it? The officers who would command the soldiers to die for them will be the ones to pay. We will save the lives of the rank and file. Riotro is treating Kandannan soldiers just like mercenaries. We will just make the cost to continue higher than the cost to retreat. Are those enough ideas?”
Trak wanted Tembul to contradict his claim, but Tembul accepted his logic. Trak sighed again. “We might as well get started now.”
“Are you all right?”
“No, I’m not. This isn’t something that I want to do, but it is something that I have to do,” Trak said. “Honor can move her flyer, and Rasia and Sirul can drop rocks in front of the column. They will mill around for a bit, and then you and I will drop a big one, right on their officers.”
“Without warning?” Tembul said.
“Do you think they have wandered onto the Santasian plains by chance? We don’t need to give them a warning.” Trak pressed his lips together as he backed away from the view and stood straight, walking toward their camp. He thought he walked to his doom and felt a hundred years old.
~
Honor looked disappointed in him. He took her aside to some rocks and sat her down.
“I have thought for days on what I must do. You may call it finally taking responsibility for my actions, but I don’t. I have to make unpleasant choices, either way. Letting the army go means Riotro wins, and if that happens, Santasia will be enslaved. Do you doubt it?”
Honor shook her head. “So what you have decided is that the Kandannans don’t have as much right to live?”
Trak appreciated her stand. He needed to talk his feelings out, since Tembul had just blindly accepted his decision. He wished Neel and Ben were still with him, but his aunt would have to do. “No, they don’t. They have invaded Santasia. They have allied with Riotro. If we kill their officers, who are the ones who have made the alliance, then the rest of them will leave. At least, we give them the chance.”
“You don’t seriously think you can stop six thousand men, do you?”
Trak looked away from his aunt and took a shuddering breath. “I know I can. It would be an unpleasant and maybe even an evil act, but I could pick them off using my sword and pulsed lightning. If we drop rocks on them, they can run out of the way, and that disrupts them, although the officers must die.”
Honor fidgeted with her hands. “I can’t talk you out of this, can I?”
“Are you willing to drop rocks on them?”
She paused for a long while and looked up into the sky, shaking her head. “It’s what we’ve become, isn’t it? The times make soldiers of us all, as repugnant as it is.”
“That’s the way I feel, but I must move forward. I’ve been struggling with this, thinking I just might be a coward, and in a sense, I have been. But that’s not me. I will carry the sorrow of what I do in this stinking war with me for the rest of my life, but I will act.”
“And so will I,” Honor said, her words barely a whisper. “You’ve learned well.”
“Some from you, Auntie,” Trak said, giving her a bit of a smile. He took her hand. “Neel and Ben are fighting with us on another front. Able is captured and in whatever prison they have in Kizru… I only hope he’s being fed well. Valanna, she’s fighting as well, in her own way. I don’t know where that is, but I’m sure Misson has her doing something productive. It’s time for us to do something productive, as well, rather than following behind the Kandannan army like puppies.”
Honor stood up. “Let’s fly.”
“Let’s fly,” Trak repeated, helping Honor to her feet.
~
Trak looked down at the Kandannan army. The morning sun hid the two flyers from the oncoming column. Honor’s flyer was filled with rocks the size of a head, ready to roll off the flyer and down onto the front of the column.  Trak rode a large boulder. There were plenty to choose from just below the craggy mountain promontory they used as their base camp. He waved Honor forward.
When she maneuvered the flyer above the column, Sirul and Rasia began to roll destruction down from twenty stories. As soon as the rocks began to fall, Sirul stood and created a shield for the flyer. Trak waved for them to stop. 
Spikes of lightning and thin columns of fire spat up from below. Most of them fell short of the flyer but a few harmlessly splashed against Sirul’s shield. The rocks continued to pelt the mounted troops at the head of the army.
When Tembul spotted the most ornately dressed horseman riding back through the line, followed by other officers, he maneuvered his flyer so that it matched the speed of the horsemen. Trak soon followed, flying the huge boulder. He matched their speed and moved a bit past them. Tembul followed close behind. 
Trak broke the spell and dove for the wing on Tembul’s flyer. They had used the same technique time and time again in the past weeks sealing off the south pass and making the funnel in the north. Trak created a shield. There were fewer magicians heading back and he leaned over to see the rock shatter amongst the officers. Shards of rock spread twenty-five or more paces in a deadly circle.
He swallowed hard and left to lift the next big rock.
They worked throughout the morning. Towards the end, Honor switched off with Sirul, shielding a single flyer and Trak’s big boulders as they rained havoc on the Kandannans.
Exhausted, they rested in the afternoon. Honor took a flyer out and verified that the army had stopped for the rest of the day.
After night fell, Trak, Honor, and Tembul flew over the army in the dark. This would be an execution, pure and simple, Trak thought. They skimmed over the army who had stretched their camp along the side of the road. 
He had seen enough camps to know where the officers had set up their tents. Generally, they were clustered in the middle of the camp so that a sneak attack wouldn’t be able to make it through the rings of soldiers to the commanders. Flyers made that practice obsolete, at least in Trak’s mind. 
They floated above the larger tents and open areas. Trak and Tembul looked down at the army while Sirul maintained the flyer’s shields. 
“Over there,” Tembul pointed. “Magicians?”
Trak let the flyer drift far above their target. “They are. No armor. The Kandannan magicians seem to favor dark red and black robes.” He readied his sword. 
“Make a physical shield, Tembul.” 
The Toryan added his shield to Sirul’s. Trak drew his sword and began to pierce the night with thin shards of the sun, pelting down on the magicians and their tents. Trak used the sharp edge of the blade to sight his targets. He lost count at fifteen magicians down or disabled. 
“Now the officers.” Trak said. The officers were massing with swords drawn. That tactic might not even survive the night, he thought, as he first used bolts of fire that smashed into the ground, and then shot lightning down at the men who were surrounded by fighters.
“It’s time to go,” Tembul said.
Trak nodded in the dark and moved them back to their camp. All three of them collapsed onto their bedrolls as soon as the flyer set down.
Honor stood above Trak. “Success?”
Trak put his arm over his eyes and laid back. “If by success you mean did we kill lots of Kandannans?” He nodded his head. “We were very successful. We won’t have to worry about a score of magicians and more officers and men-at-arms than that. We will see what transpires tomorrow morning. As for me, I need to sleep.”
Trak woke not much later and lost the contents of his dinner that had tasted just fine before he took off for his nighttime foray. It left a vile taste in his mouth. He lit a magic flame and found a waterskin and took a deep draught only to collapse again on his bedroll. Nightmares filled his dreams for the rest of the night.
When the dawn began to define shapes around him, Trak rose and started a fire. Soon all five of them surrounded the warmth of the blaze and broke their fast before the eastern horizon was tinged with a golden rim.
They took their flyers up in the air. The Kandannan army looked disorganized. Soldiers clustered around campfires while Trak led the other flyer over the magician’s quarters and then over the officers’ tents. All were burned to the ground. Men were laying the bodies out in rows.
“Fifty in the officer’s area,” Sirul yelled over to them. 
“More than that are in tents being tended, I would imagine.” Tembul said. 
Trak headed back to the magician area to count bodies. The soldiers had yet to order that part of camp. Trak counted at least thirty bodies, and that included the ones that were seen within the outlines of burned tents.
“More rocks,” Trak said. “We need to make them realize they will be punished if they move further east.”
Tembul nodded and looked at Trak with some concern. “You are right about that. Are you up to a parley?”
A nervous stomach brought Trak out of his wind pose. “I need… you mean I should talk to them?”
“Do you want to keep dropping rocks on their heads and killing them with your pulses of lightning?”
Trak thought. “No.”
“Then we parley. We can fly ahead of their column, shielded of course, and meet with them.”
How could he talk to people he had just tried to kill? No, he had just killed?” His stomach flipped, but he took a deep breath. “A parley will save lives?”
“That’s the purpose,” Tembul said. 
Trak took the flyer and set it down about one hundred paces from the front of the camped army. He stepped off and Tembul and Honor soon joined him.
“Set your shields,” Trak said, drawing his sword. They slowly walked towards the soldiers.
“What language do you speak?” Tembul said in Toryan. “Toryan? Santasian? Pestlan?”
A man walked up. “I speak Toryan, although I am Kandannan. What do you want?”
Tembul laughed. “To stop killing you, of course. Call your current leaders to a parley. Plant a spear where you stand. We will withdraw to our flyers and wait. Don’t take your time,” Tembul said.
They returned to the flyers and waited for long minutes before three horsemen emerged from a line of soldiers, flanked by a man and a woman on foot, wearing dark red robes. The magicians were obviously ready to pose. They stopped at the planted a spear. 
“Now it’s your turn to talk,” Tembul said to Trak.
Trak sputtered, but realized he had to do this. 
Tembul and Sirul alternated posing for the shield as they continued forward and stopped ten paces from their enemy.
“I am Trak Bluntwithe of Pestle fighting on behalf of Santasian and Toryan forces. Who are you?”
“Major Garlik, Major Hanlok, Captain Bistak of the Kandannan army. Magician Kenlik and Magician Bukoj of the Kandannan Magician Corps, allied with the Santasian Magicians Guild. We were told you wish to parley?” The man smirked at them.
Trak nodded his head. He exaggerated so the magicians wouldn’t mistake his movement. “We can destroy your army before it reaches the Loyalist forces. It looks like we’ve destroyed a large percentage of your officers and magicians. You can turn around and go back to Kandanna without further loss of life. Your choice,” Trak said. He wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers.
Major Garlik said, “It is nice of you to warn us, but I am committed to continue forward.” The major spit on the ground. “Kill us if you must.”
“You reject our offer?” Trak said. 
The man laughed. “Do you not have eyes? Do you not have ears?” He raised his hand and a flight of arrows rose up from the army and bounced off the shields that Tembul and Sirul maintained.
“The parley is over?” Trak said. He had to make sure.
“Of course it is over. Kandanna doesn’t negotiate with children.”
Trak raised his sword. “Now I feel justified to renew our hostilities.” He shot lightning pulses towards the magicians. The lightning sparkled against the magician’s shields, but the force of Trak’s attack knocked the two magicians onto the ground. Since their shields would be gone, he was able to kill the magicians before they could assume new poses, and then dispatched the formerly-shielded officers. He fought off the nausea caused by what he had done. “We will continue this until your army is destroyed!” Trak said to whoever listened. The soldiers eyes betrayed their fear. “Who wants to die next?”
The soldiers who had lined the road to view the parley began to turn and bounce against those behind. Trak began to send pulses overhead and killed the few that ran towards them with weapons raised.
“I don’t hate them. I don’t hate them,” Trak kept repeating as they slowly moved forward.
“I think that is enough. Let’s fly overhead,” Tembul said, breaking the advance on the enemy. 
When they were high above the retreating army, Trak shuddered and lost his breakfast over the side. It fell into the mass of soldiers below. His nerves had gotten the best of him.
Trak flew at Tembul’s instruction while the Toryan sent an occasional fire bolt into the retreating army, and Honor did the same from her flyer. His bolts barely made it into the crowds, while Honor’s bolts were much stronger and splashed into groups of men, spreading more chaos.
Honor signaled for them to return to their vantage point.
“I can’t do any more,” she said. “Even with the pulses, I am past my limit.”
Trak felt tired, but he had more magic in him. “We can look at their retreat from our camp,” he said. 
They all took waterskins and food with them to look down at an army falling back in disarray.
“I didn’t know you could punch through shields like that,” Honor said. 
Trak shook his head. “The shields held, but the force of the bolts knocked them over, so they couldn’t keep their poses. Since they were exposed, I took care of them first…” Trak took a drink of water and shook his head again, “…and then the officers had no protection.”
“That flight of arrows that the officers ordered would have killed any unshielded soldiers. You did the right thing,” Rasia said. “I would be a dead woman if that were a Colcanan parley. Shields would be frowned upon and not used. Makes me happy I’m a living exile, for once.”
She seemed a bit too happy to Trak’s way of thinking, but Rasia had no compunction about taking the life of a deserving victim. Trak realized that he had taken steps to become like her, as much as he hated to admit it. He hadn’t hesitated to kill those in the Kandannan parley, but at least he had made sure his enemy considered the parley over. It made him feel a tiny bit more justified.
“Uh, oh,” Sirul said. He jumped up and babbled in Toryan.
“A large party of riders has left the main force,” Tembul said. 
Trak looked out where Sirul pointed below. “I can still do damage,” he said. “Who wants to join me?”
“Let’s go. I’m about at the end of my strength, but if you can get us there, I can manage a shield,” Tembul said.
Moments later, Trak looked down at a force of over one hundred mounted men fleeing from the flyer. 
“We can herd them, I think,” Trak said. “I used to herd sheep with village friends when I was younger.” He changed direction and flew past the riders pounding the ground with a few pulses of lightning that prevented them from entering a forested area. “We will stop them here.”
Trak stopped the flyer. “Shield, please.” He lowered the flyer to five stories, and then unsheathed his sword, sending very short pulses of lightning into the riders. His bolts hit men and horses. A number of them went down until, finally, the riders turned back. Trak lowered the flyer and made sure none whom he injured survived with previous injuries. 
On he went, harrying the Kandannan cavalry until they returned to the retreating army. Trak took the flyer up to twenty stories and hovered high to observe the withdrawal.
“You can release your shield,” Trak said.
“My power ran out. It’s been gone ever since they headed back.” Tembul sat down on the flyer, cross-legged, and continued to observe the retreat. “Are you going to push them all the way back to Kandanna?”
Trak shook his head. “I don’t have to be here to do that. Sirul and you can keep them honest. They should only need a reminder now and then, and you can manage that, can’t you?”
“I can,” Tembul said. “But I’m supposed to be minding you.”
“What is more important to Torya? Getting that army on the other side of the mountains or watching me head towards Espozia?”
Tembul laughed. “You grow by leaps and bounds, youngling. I will find you in Santasia once the army is gone.”
“We will be leaving tomorrow. Right now, I can barely generate a magician’s light,” Trak said.
They gradually moved behind the army. Stragglers got a reminder that Tembul and Trak followed them. By nightfall, the army couldn’t be seen from their elevated vantage point.
Trak ate more than he intended to, but Honor kept nagging him to eat more. She didn’t seem disappointed to be losing their Toryan companions. 
“You’ll see your Valanna again,” she said. Trak knew she attempted to lift his spirits.
“I fell into the river and nearly drowned the last time we were together,” Trak said. “Why would she want to see me?”
Honor looked at Trak with narrowed eyes. “She would like to see you again. I can feel it.”
Trak laughed. “I can’t feel a thing, since you shoveled so much food in me, I’m numb from head to foot, except for my fat stomach, and that aches. I’m going to bed.”
He retreated to his bedroll. Honor was getting too close to his real feelings for Valanna. He knew he was still infatuated with her and didn’t want to talk about it. What could he do anyway? Once he finished up in Espozia, he had to head back to Kizru to rescue Able. 
Why did his life have to be so infuriatingly complicated? He had so much to think about, but he’d do that tomorrow on the way east and north to join Senior Dalistro’s army.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
~
“BACK OVER THE RIVER?” SANDY SAID. He sat sideways at Colonel Mirona’s dinner table with his legs crossed and fingers tapping on the map spread before him. “Can’t they make up their minds?”
The Colonel laughed, which surprised Valanna. He rarely did, but she suspected that both men had no problem laughing at each other away from military duties. “While you were gone, I met two very interesting gentlemen. They came in on a flyer.”
“Who came? Why didn’t you let them stay long enough so I could meet them?” She stood and paced while the others talked. Her leg still stiffened up a bit if she didn’t. At least the week they stayed in camp gave time for the leg to heal. She now could stand as long as she wanted, which was good for flying, but sitting down for long periods made her thigh hurt.
“Both foreigners with funny names. Asem, Ahem, something. He said he was a Warishian. His skin was darker than your normal Santasian. Thin with dark hair and dangerous looking. The other’s name was Bow… no Neel.” The Colonel laughed. “Pestlan names. His last name was Cardswallow. Can you believe that?”
The names made Valanna clasp her hands together with excitement. “I know them both. Are they truly gone?” 
“Dropped in on us on a flyer, left messages from General Niamo, and took off back over the river. They left me with a single page of orders.” The Colonel raised his arms, and then dropped them in exasperation. “The General didn’t bother to explain his entire battle strategy to me,” Colonel Mirona said. “It’s easy to see that he will need our little army to support his operations. We’ll know more when we cross the river and move our army to this point.” His finger plunged down and touched a hilly area to the west of the Halgo River, a tributary of the Glazia that had cut a wide valley from the south. 
“What are we to do?” Valanna said. She felt bad she couldn’t talk to Asem or renew her acquaintance with Trak’s father.
“We are to watch for rebel movements all along the way. Nullia and you will be flyer scouts. This time magicians will accompany you for shield protection.”
“I’m all for that,” Valanna said, rather relieved to have someone else in the flyer with her this time. Nullia would be thrilled. Neither had gone on a flight of any distance since Valanna’s injury.
An officer put his head in the tent. “I am sorry to disturb you, Colonel, but we have a development.”
“What now?” The Colonel wiped his face with his hand.
“A good-sized army approaches from the east.”
He turned back to the officer. ”How large?” He looked down at the map. “East, you say? That’s unexpected!” Mirona’s easy-going manner had abruptly disappeared. “Valanna, take Nullia with you and verify what this man has told me.” 
“We’ll get aloft immediately.”
“See that you do,” the Colonel said, showing a face filled with worry.
~
Valanna moved the flyer while Nullia directed her towards the east. There were enough men to stir up enough dust to see the end of this new army.
“That’s far enough,” Nullia said. “We are just above them. I’ll shield us.”
Valanna walked around to the front of the flyer and gazed down at the army, which had stopped to set up camp for the night. She grasped the railing and looked down at the troops. 
“What’s that?” she said, while looking at a number of mounted men riding out from the vanguard of the column waving white flags. They looked up at the flyer.
Nullia broke her pose and joined Valanna at the railing. “They want to parley with us? Should we?”
Valanna rubbed her lips together and wondered what to do. She went to her pack and withdrew a white tablecloth that they used during their break on the ground.
“We should,” Valanna said. She took a deep breath and waved the tablecloth. “Let’s hope they honor a parley. We’ll land a few hundred paces away from the army and let the riders come to us.” She withdrew the cloth and patted the long knife strapped to her calf. Nullia and she weren’t exactly defenseless, with or without the knife.
“Set a shield while we descend,” Valanna said.
“It’s already up,” Nullia nodded her head towards Valanna and the flyer began to descend.
Nullia kept the shield pose while the riders with the white flags trotted towards them. Valanna and Nullia stayed on the flyer, ready to move up if attacked.
Valanna felt her palms sweat. Her face flushed with tension as she waved the tablecloth one last time and let it drape over the railing of the flyer.
“That’s far enough,” she said when the riders were close enough to hear her. “What do you wish to say? Colonel Mirona will not surrender.” The Colonel had orders to move across the river in any event and would be about to do so while they were this far east.
“We are not rebels,” one of the men said. None of them looked like magicians, Valanna thought. “The East has no quarrel with the Santasian Council and plenty to worry about with Master Riotro of the Magicians Guild. We have information concerning his collusion with the Norland government.”
“Why haven’t we heard of this?” Nullia said to the man.
“One of Misson Dalistro’s spies escaped from Norland and brought us this information a few weeks ago. Rather than send a messenger, we decided to muster an army. Most of our men are former army.”
“How many?” Valanna said.
“More than three thousand. We scoured Northeast Santasia for fighting men.”
That would make the combined army five thousand strong… no longer the Colonel’s ’little army’.
“Do any of you know Colonel Mirona? He commands the army some leagues ahead of you.”
One of the men moved his horse a step forward. “I know him well.”
“Then come with us,” Valanna said. She felt increasing the army’s size well worth the risk.
The officer dismounted and walked across to the flyer. “You want me to go up there?” he pointed upwards, “In that?”
“We can visit the Colonel in less than two hours, or do you want to spend a hard day in the saddle?” Nullia said. “She’s Valanna Almond, and you can call me Nullia.”
“Captain Liasta, at your service.” He gave them an uncertain grin and saluted. “I’ll tell Major Hustria what you intend to do and get my things.” The Captain ran back to his horse and talked with the Major for a moment and rushed back. “We should go and return before the army breaks camp tomorrow. Can that happen?”
Valanna pursed her lips. “We will make it happen. Do you have any magicians in your army?”
Liasta shook his head. “We wouldn’t let them come. The Major doesn’t trust them. He left them behind with instructions to protect the East.”
“Do you trust magicians?” Valanna said as the Captain tied his bags to one of the railing posts.
He colored. “I guess I’ll have to, won’t I?”
Nullia nodded. “Are there enough good magicians to keep the bad from taking over while your army is gone?”
“Don’t worry. Any rebel magician has long since left eastern Santasia.”
With that, Valanna performed the lift pose, and they were headed west towards the Colonel’s forces with, hopefully, very good news.
The Captain gasped. “It is amazing. The view. It’s like being on a mountaintop.”
“Better,” Nullia said, smiling. “Tell us about yourself, Captain.”
He chuckled, more to himself than to the women. “I’m a carpenter. Family trade. I served in the Santasian guard when a young man and rose to Lieutenant before my father finally succeeded in getting me back into the family business. The Ozitzan Rebellion, which is what we call it, appalled most of us in the East. We all began to train to defend ourselves from the rebels, but no one came.” He shrugged his shoulders.
“We found much the same kind of thing while we traveled north from Mozira along the Eastern edge of the plains. The Loyalists knew about the Kandannans and found more resistance in the west,” Nullia said.
“You didn’t fight anyone?”
Valanna said, “She didn’t say that. We fought in one major action and skirmishes along the way, but nothing seems to have happened along the eastern coast.”
Liasta nodded. “When the spy came, we couldn’t sit and wait. There is no way for the Norlanders to invade us from the sea or from the mountains that ring Santasia in the north, so we decided to offer ourselves to the Loyalist cause. As we said, we are mostly retired army. Most of the officers share a story similar to mine.”
“Can you fight?” Nullia said.
“We can indeed, but don’t count us as bloodthirsty. We fight for freedom. According to the spy, Riotro’s plans are to use Santasia as a slave state to share between Kandanna and Norland. He intends for Santasia to feed both nations and run the country, establishing rule by magicians.”
Valanna furrowed her brow. “Can’t Norland and Kandanna just buy whatever they need from you?”
“Why buy when you can take? That’s how they think. Riotro’s got them convinced to help him absorb the country to use as he will.”
Nullia nodded. “I can see him doing that.”
Liasta’s eyebrows rose. “You know him?”
She smiled grimly. “I am a Purple in the Espozian Magicians Guild. I’ve known Riotro for years. He has always pursued his own agenda. I suppose the Guild is too small for an ego his size.”
“That’s about what I heard,” Liasta laughed. “What are your stories?”
They spent the rest of the trip talking about their war experiences. Valanna thrilled Liasta with her Warish spy stories and her encounter with Prince Nez. She found that she could set aside the past well enough by talking it out now that she had so many more experiences in her memories.
~
“Lieutenant Liasta!” Colonel Mirona said as he walked up to the group of people surrounding Valanna’s flyer. “Why are you here?”
“He is in the army that your scouts found,” Valanna said. “They are allies, not foes.”
The Colonel grinned. “Now we have something to work with. Come in my tent.” The Colonel looked around at the bustle of an army moving out. “Valanna Almond told you that we were on the move?”
“No,” Liasta said. He looked a little confused.
“Good for you, Valanna,” the Colonel said. He turned back to Liasta. “We are heading into battle with the main forces on the other side of the Glazia. If you agree to join us, we will split your army. We will leave half on this side, taking our place as a stopper to keep rebel forces from infiltrating the East, and the rest of you will join my little army and head for what is probably a decisive set of battles. Come, I’ll show you. Your timing was excellent, we were just about to break down my tent. The army is just starting to cross the Glazia.”
Back in the tent, Valanna observed the Colonel move little pieces of wood on the map and instruct Captain Liasta on his strategy. 
“I leave it to your commander to split the forces. You’ve a battlefield promotion to Captain, then?”
Liasta smiled, sheepishly. “I do.”
“Keep it. I need officers. You will join my staff as a liaison with your commander and the forces that will stay on this side of the river. We won’t wait for them, but I expect them to travel more quickly if they are in two units.”
“Yes, sir,” Liasta said.
“Return to the Far Eastern army, I call it that because I’ve been fashioning us as the Eastern army, and give them their orders. They can camp here until you hear otherwise. I expect action within the next two weeks. Is that sufficient?”
“It is, sir.” Liasta saluted.
“Valanna will take you back to your army. Dismissed.”
She followed the Captain out of the tent and returned to her flyer. Nullia waited with a small crate. “Something for us to eat on the way,” she said.
The day was ending and Liasta commented on how amazing the lengthening shadows looked fifty or sixty paces above the ground.
They reached the Far Eastern army just after dusk. Liasta presented written orders from the Colonel to his commander. 
“There is a better place to cross the Glazia than where the Colonel’s camped,” the commander said. “Our split force will use that and meet up with the Eastern army directly from the east. I will command the rest of the army and will take over his camp and await further instructions.” The man sighed. “Finally to fight in a war after all of these years. I look forward to it.”
“Be careful of what you wish for,” Valanna said. “War isn’t a nice thing.”
“You’re right, of course. But I fight for a cause, and that softens the horrors of war.”
Valanna didn’t agree with him, but kept her thoughts to herself. If the horrors of war were the price of freedom, then she would live with it, but she hadn’t seen any soft edges yet.
~~~
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
~
RASIA SPOTTED THE ARMY, much larger than the Kandannan force, on the horizon. The men moved slowly, like a great herd of cattle. Trak flew over their heads, and the soldiers waved to them.
“No novelty,” Honor said. “That means they are used to flyers, and since they aren’t attacking us, that means friendly flyers. Hopefully Ben and Neel are waiting for us.” Honor waved back down to the troops. 
“That huge wagon towards the front,” Rasia pointed with her finger, “Perhaps General Niamo rides in front of that.”
Trak shrugged his shoulders, although he was positioned facing the back as he usually was, pushing the wind out from his hands, propelling the flyer. “Lead me on,” he said. He looked down at the soldiers. Their gestures seemed like waves coming up and going down behind them as they proceeded.
Take us down, here,” Honor said. “They are making room for us.”
As the flyer settled down, Trak recognized Garono Dalistro. 
“Senior Dalistro, it’s is good to see you after so long. Is Misson around?” Trak didn’t see Valanna anywhere near, but he wasn’t going to ask after her to the leader of the Loyalists.
“He is far ahead. His delicate condition finds the dust of travel abhorrent.” 
Trak picked up on Garono’s wry humor.
“We have good news.”
“This is Trak Bluntwithe?” a large man in a fancy uniform asked.
“Trak, this is General Adolphus Niamo, and he would be pleased to hear your news.” Garono’s eyes twinkled just a bit.
“Well?” Niamo said. Trak saw no humor in the man’s face.
“We have turned back a Kandannan force of five thousand or so.”
“Neel told us they were coming. When do they arrive?”
Trak shook his head. “You don’t understand. They aren’t coming at all. We destroyed most of their magicians and officers, throwing rocks from our flyers, as well as lightning bolts. We asked them for a parley, but the remaining officers broke the truce and we destroyed them.”
“You destroyed them?” Garono said. He clearly didn’t believe Trak.
Honor nodded. “Mostly Trak. The rest of us helped.”
“I’d like to hear more of your tactics when we camp. You might find Misson up ahead, but we have to remount and catch up to my wagon,” Niamo said, giving Trak a curt bow. 
Garono patted Trak on the back. “Sounds like excellent work. The General has dismissed you, my friend.”
Perhaps the General didn’t believe him, but it seemed that Senior Dalistro did.
“Let’s find Misson,” Trak said, stalking back to the flyer. He didn’t expect to be hailed as a hero, but the General didn’t even thank him. Maybe he could understand the snub better from Misson.
They flew a few stories up in the air, sliding over the forces. Honor and Rasia looked for Misson, but only Honor knew what the man looked like. 
“Over there. Head right,” Honor said. Trak turned his head and saw a group of riders and thought he recognized Misson’s erect riding posture. “Make a spot for us.” Honor gestured with her hands over the troops. Trak chanced a look towards Misson, some paces behind them. The riders began to move more quickly through the walking troops.
“Trak! I thought you were embedded with the Toryans. It’s so good to see you. I can now properly thank you for saving my father and Valanna.”
Trak blinked as his former tutor hugged him so hard he could barely breathe. “It worked out all right.”
Misson raised an eyebrow. “Not really. Rather tragic if you ask me. We had to console a grieving Valanna all the way to Mozira until she heard you had escaped from the Magician’s Guild.”
“Uh, how are they both?” Trak could feel the flush of embarrassment rush up his neck and into his cheeks.
“They have had their trials moving up along the eastern side of the plains. They headed on the other side of the Central Ridges, and we think that they have crossed the Glazia as the General ordered. Now he’s ordered them back across the river. We meet every night to go over the current situation. I’m sure you are invited.” His smile faded. “Are the Kandannans licking at your heels?”
Trak shook his head. “We turned them back.”
“They underestimated us. Trak, I should say,” Honor said. “We attacked them and killed off most of the magicians and officers, perhaps all of them. The two Toryans that came with us are herding them back to Kandanna.”
“How many were there?”
“More than five thousand, less a few hundred magicians and officers.”
“I’ll bet my father is rubbing his hands with glee.”
“Not the General,” Trak said.
“He didn’t show the excitement that I feel?” Misson grinned at him.
Trak shook his head. “Hardly said a word.”
Misson clapped Trak on the back. “That’s Adolphus. Don’t mind him. You just see how your efforts change our strategy tonight.” Misson rubbed his chin for a moment. “In fact, I predict that the trap the rebels have set for us will be used against them. Our men better be ready for a forced march.” 
“Where are Ben and Neel? Did they make contact with you?” Trak said. 
“Ben is flitting around somewhere.” Misson waved his hand a bit dismissively. “Asem and Neel are probably close to returning from a little trip to the Eastern army. They won’t be back until tomorrow at the earliest.”
At least the General used his friends. That meant trust to Trak and he felt better about deserting the Toryans and hoped that Tembul was succeeding in herding the Kandannans back to their country. Toryan troops would probably help prod them along when they marched closer to the funnel.
Misson gave the reins of his horse to another officer and joined them in their flyer leading them to his personal camping space some distance ahead. “I always wanted to ride in one of these,” he grinned as the wind caught at his hair. “I will offer you well-deserved hospitality,” he said when they touched down in a meadow surrounded by tall thin trees. “The General will have his tent set up on the other side of the trees. We always camp where there is water. You have a choice of a stream or one of two ponds for washing up. I suggest you make a good impression on the General. I lent some clothes to your father, but I think you’ve grown enough since I saw you last that you probably fit into them better than he did.”
“I have something clean enough,” Trak said. Misson had a knack for making Trak a bit ill at ease. He always thought it was part of his training, but maybe he just intimidated everyone.
~
Trak had to endure not only reliving his effort to stop the Kandannans, but also detailed questions thrown at him by the General’s officers at a dinner regarding the sealing of the Southern Pass. Honor sat with Kulara, both looking bemused at all the attention he received. He put his finger in the stiff collar of the outfit that Misson had forced him to wear, wishing that he could be sitting around a campfire with the regular army.
Ben begged off the meeting. When Trak met him earlier, he looked somewhat worn out from his trip with Asem’s wife. He had enough energy to get his own debriefing from Trak before retiring early. At least Ben understood Trak’s feelings and looked happily surprised by the outcome.
When the dinner scraps had been carried away, maps were spread over the table.
“Where was the last position you saw the Kandannan army?”
Trak leaned over. “We did most of the damage to them here. They were out of sight from the western side of the promontory when I left Tembul and Sirul to harry them home.”
“Like sheep dogs,” an officer said chuckling, earning a glare from the General.
“Even if they turned around and headed our way, they are now too far to attack us from the west, aren’t they?” the General said, looking around the table.
“A bird from Colonel Mirona.” An officer laid tiny rolls of paper in front of the General on the map.
“Why birds when Asem and Cardswallow will be here tomorrow?” Misson said, scratching his head, letting his longish hair wave down the side of his head,
Niamo glared at him. “Birds are still faster.” Niamo examined the three rolls of messages. “Ahah!” The General grinned. “Did you know there is a Far Eastern army? They are ours. Major Hustria, a police commissioner of all people, raised an army of five thousand souls. Most of them are retired army, like the men Mirona picked up on his way north. The Colonel is recrossing the Glazia, or should have done so by now. He has left half of Hustria’s forces in his place to stop the rebels should they decide to flee east.”
“So we can–” Niamo raised his slab of a hand stopping Misson’s comment.
“I am somewhat confident we will say the same thing and, this time, I will speak.” The General glared at Misson. “You really need to do something about your son, Garono.”
The General put both hands on the table and leaned over the Halgo River valley.
“We let the rebels go right to the top of this little plain, where the river empties into the Glazia. Mirona now has a creditable number of fighting men and attacks them from the east. We will split up our own force, now that we don’t worry about getting ambushed by Kandannans, with one army attacking the rebels from the west and I will lead our main force right up the river valley for a final confrontation. If we are successful here, then we won’t see much fighting in Espozia’s streets,” the General said. “Questions?”
An officer spoke up from the back. “What if they cross the river?”
Trak couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “They won’t if Major Hustria’s force moves up ten leagues or so and sits on the other side of the river.”
“Can you think of a better scenario, gentlemen?” The General rubbed his hands together after giving Trak a dirty look. “Now what can go wrong?”
~
Trak laid back on his cot in the late afternoon. He now slept in a large tent with Ben and Neel. What could go wrong? How many times had he heard that in the last day? The General kept strategizing with his remaining officers. The rest had headed northwest with a third of the army. 
He narrowed his eyes, trying to make out the weave in the tent’s roof. That led him to think of robes. Riotro entered into his mind. What about him? No one had talked about any kind of strategy to be employed fighting a Black Master on the other side. 
What if Riotro stopped the Loyalist army just as Trak had turned back the Kandannans? The General thought in terms of foot soldiers and cavalry. He didn’t really use magicians as offensive forces but for their shields and ‘tricks,’ as he called them.
That would be a mistake. He ran through his actions against the Kandannans and thought up defenses, as if he fought on both sides. But now, the General fought a war on three fronts. Where would Riotro show up? What if he learned the lift spells that the Bitriums used in their towers? He had to know about flyers by now.
Trak rose from his cot and took out a laptop desk and began to write notes. He recorded a few scenarios and then thought about what would happen if Riotro had significantly more power than he did. The man certainly had more experience, yet he hadn’t shown it while the General moved his forces north to Espozia. One encounter and Riotro had left exhausted after pouring out his energy. Maybe Riotro had found a way to save his powers for a massive confrontation at the end of the Halgo River valley.
He spent another hour and emerged from the tent with a fistful of plans and counterplans. The General refused to see him alone, but a staff officer insisted that he attend the night strategy session. Trak grit his teeth. Didn’t the General trust him? 
He sought out Senior Dalistro, who sorted through a tall stack of papers in his tent. The man stood as Trak entered. 
“Ah, you see the affairs of the country can’t wait for the armies to resolve the conflict,” he said with a weary smile. “It makes me feel good to see you again, Trak Bluntwithe. How can I help you?”
“The General won’t see me.”
“I am not the head of the military, Trak.”
“No, but you are a wise man and know as much about strategy as the General. I’ve seen it in our meetings.”
Garono put a finger to his lips. “Don’t let Adolphus know.” He chuckled a bit and cleared off a space on his desk. “Why don’t you enlighten me? You have continued to consider Adolphus’s question, haven’t you?”
Trak nodded. “I have. He completely disregards the peril of dealing with a Black Master.”
“He has a number of magicians at his disposal, including Purples.”
Trak shook his head. “I can defeat all of them. That’s not bravado, sir. I’ve already done it. I had to think of what I might do to the General’s forces. Remember, I have already stopped an army, with a little help from others.”
“You don’t lack confidence, lad.” 
Trak stopped and didn’t see any mockery in Dalistro’s face. “Neither does Riotro. Here are my scenarios…” Trak spent the next half hour going over every point he had made on paper. Garono challenged his thinking again and again until he put his hand on his forehead. 
“I yield!” Garono said. “You have convinced me. Let’s see how the meeting goes tonight. If, as you suggest, Adolphus doesn’t grasp your concept, I will take him aside and make him see the error of his ways. I’ve known the General for many years and I think I can convince him.”
Trak felt a shock of relief. “Thank you. I know most of these strategies place a heavy burden on myself, but I am willing to do that. Once Espozia is back in your hands, I need to go back to Kizru.”
“Ah, yes. The quest to Bennin.”
Trak didn’t tell him about Able’s imprisonment.
Senior Dalistro continued,  “I wish I could go with you. I’ve never been to that country and would like to see a totally foreign culture before I die.”
“If we could only switch places.” Then Trak noticed the pile of paperwork on Garono’s desk. “Maybe not,” he said after pointing to the stack. “I’m not a paperwork person.”
Garono laughed. “Maybe not now, but I suspect your time will come.”
~
Trak tried to bring up his ideas, but one person after another interrupted him. He looked across the map table at Garono, who shook his head. Obviously, this wasn’t the time. Trak found it hard to stand patiently as he continued to listen to strategies relying on the force of arms, with little regard to magic.
“Follow me,” Misson said, leading him unobtrusively out of the meeting. “My father and I discussed your ideas. Makes me proud of you, since you and I have talked a number of times about thinking like your enemy, but the officers think like Adolphus does.”
“But—“
Misson, put his finger to his own lips. “Adolphus already knows of your plans and will call you when he is ready. Don’t fly tomorrow, so you can be available. The General will be worked on a little in the morning by my father, as he has been in the past.”
Trak spent a fitful night wondering if his excitement of the day before was an illusion. He reviewed all of his strategies over and over in his head until he finally fell asleep.
~
“Rise up, young one,” Ben said, kicking Trak’s feet. “You went to the tent early, but I know you didn’t sleep for some time. What is bothering you?”
Trak talked to Ben about his ideas as they ate breakfast. He enjoyed sharing this time with his mentor, even when Ben pointed out problems with his thinking. Trak made sure to tuck those ideas in his mind. 
When he returned, Trak found his papers and made more notes on the back. 
“Well, we have a visitor,” Neel said. He threw a bag of possessions on his cot. “Come outside and let me give you a proper hug, then tell me all of the gruesome details. I’ve kept my ears closed since returning to camp.”
Trak followed Neel outside the tent and gave his father a hug. “I’m glad to see you.” He noticed Asem standing behind Neel. “And how are you doing? I’ve spent some time with Honor and Rasia, so I know what happened to you after I fled Bitrium.”
Asem narrowed his eyes, but kept a smile on his face. “Valanna is doing well. She suffered a wound rescuing Nullia, the Purple who fled Espozia with you, a week or so ago, but she recovered enough to be out when Neel and I left our message. We couldn’t stay to meet her.”
Trak looked at Neel, who nodded. “You might still meet her at some time during this campaign.” Neel shrugged his shoulders. “I heard you took care of the Kandannan army all by yourself.”
“Not by myself.” Trak felt his neck heat up with embarrassment. “I had lots of help. Ask Honor.”
Neel nodded. “I will. Now we are famished and need to eat before Asem meets his lady love.”
Neel and Asem looked like they had struck up a friendship, even though in Pestle they would be enemies. 
They strolled through the camp. Kulara picked them up on the way to the officer’s mess area where magicians ate as well.
“Ah, Master Bluntwithe. We haven’t had a chance to talk since you’ve joined us. Perhaps Asem and I can fill you in on how we used our flyer, if you tell us what you’ve done.”
They sat on folding tables and chairs on grass that had been pounded flat by the all the activity.
“We do mostly reconnaissance,” Kulara said. “Asem or another magician provides a shield—Ben told us that you discovered the same thing.”
“So has Valanna, we were told,” Neel said. “The shields that you have used protect you from fire and lightning bolts. We used them because Toryans can bring down flyers with spells. It seems that there might be Kandannan or converted Toryan magicians in Riotro’s army. A magician we talked to in Colonel Mirona’s camp said Nullia had been brought down by black-robed magicians.”
Trak pursed his lips. “So that was where Valanna was injured, in the rescue?”
Asem nodded. 
“I would have never thought she’d be capable of such a thing,” Trak said. “She used her power without…without confidence, before.”
“She did,” Kulara said. “But that is in the past. War changes a lot of people, and I think she started adapting to a more perilous environment when we landed in Bitrium, but especially after she spent a few seasons with Misson and then on her own campaign.”
“We’ll find out when we join forces at the Halgo River,” Neel said. “Can you wait that long?”
Trak felt embarrassed talking about a relationship that didn’t really exist. “It is not a matter of waiting,” he said. “I don’t really know her now, I guess. There used to be something between us, but I’m too confused to know what it is.”
“Put it aside for now,” Asem said. “We have to make do fighting our own war. Niamo has no feel for conducting a war between magicians.” 
Trak picked up on the frustration embedded in Asem’s statement. “I came up with some strategies to use when we confront Riotro. He may do any number of things, and I’ve tried to come up with a counterstrategy to each one. The General didn’t want to hear about them, but I had a long talk with Senior Dalistro. He seems to agree with what I said and thought he could convince his friend.”
“We’ll see about that,” Kulara said. Frustration filled her voice as well. The topic must have come up before.
Trak explained to them his approach in much the same way that he did with Ben. Dalistro had battle perspective, but Ben, Neel and Asem evaluated his magical strategy.
“Isn’t that too heavy a burden on you?” Kulara said. “You will fly this way and that way.”
“That’s why I need two strong magicians with me; a good magician with wind and a similar magician with shields. Then I can fight, my way.”
Asem flashed a smile. “If what you say is true about your work against the Kandannans, then I think you should follow that path regardless of what the General says.”
Neel nodded in agreement.  “Who are the strongest magicians?” 
“Let’s see, Honor is strong, but not as much on shields and wind. Ben can throw good spells, but he lacks stamina. He is old enough to be your father and my grandfather,” Trak said.
“I am adept at shields,” Neel said.
“And Valanna is exceptional with wind,” Kulara said. “She puts my abilities to shame.”
Asem rubbed his chin. “If that is our optimum team, then who can be on your second team?”
“Honor knows Nullia’s strength. Perhaps there are good candidates among the Loyalists,” Kulara said. She blew in Asem’s ear and played with a lock of his hair. “My husband, alas, is very good at other things, but not for what we need.”
Ben joined them. “Determining who will defy General Niamo’s reservations about taking magic to the enemy?”
“Do you know any Loyalist magicians who might be good for our second flyer?” Trak said.
“No,” Ben said. “No Loyalists will go against Niamo’s orders. I’m pretty certain of that.”
“Kulara, Nullia and Honor.” Neel finished off the weak wine that he grabbed with breakfast. “Not optimum, maybe, but all of them are talented and none of them are Santasians.”
Trak rose from his seat and walked around the table. He felt unsettled with their proposal, unsure about the second group. “We don’t have to decide now, except I’m comfortable with the primary flyer. I’m going to go for a walk-around. Maybe I’ll run into Honor and she might have some other viewpoint.”
Asem and Kulara knew the General better than the rest and they didn’t seem to have any confidence in Niamo supporting a magician-based offense. He frowned and all of a sudden didn’t feel very well. His stomach began to cramp a bit, so he went back to his tent to lie down. Nerves, he thought.
He wondered if Senior Dalistro had a chance to talk to the General. He had seemed so confident that he could persuade his close friend, but it appeared that Niamo had a firm position against using magicians in an actual battle. 
As he lay down, Trak put a hand beneath his head and stared at the roof of the tent. He remembered that magicians cleared land, created ditches and holes. Sometimes they set fire to woods as a barrier, but generally firebolts and lightning were used as distractors and not as primary offensive measures. He did remember a battle where a group of magicians had exceptionally powerful control over the wind and disrupted flights of arrows.
Trak knew that magicians fought each other with magic. Was that why the Santasian Council permitted the Absorption Spell? Perhaps they were as afraid of powerful magicians as the Colcanans were in Bitrium? What was he missing? Ben and the others seemed to support his plans, but they all expected to have to go out on their own.
If that were so, then why did he fight for the Loyalists? Why did he come here other than to follow Neel and Ben? Valanna certainly attracted him, again, in that confusing way. Although he had returned to Santasia, he still thought of himself as an exile in this land. 
He realized that he came because of his friends. He would fight to save them from Riotro. He would fight to stop all the deaths. He hoped he had succeeded in saving a few thousand Kandannan lives and maybe more Santasian lives. The Toryans? Other than Tembul and the desire to save Able from his imprisonment, the Toryans could do whatever they wanted. He wouldn’t even care about returning to Kizru and becoming immersed in their political games, if they hadn’t imprisoned Able. 
He sat up on his cot and felt he needed to talk to Misson. His former mentor would have the best overall political perspective, and he doubted that Garono would have much influence on Misson’s opinions.
Misson surprised Trak by poking his head in his tent. “The General will see you now.” 
By the sound of Misson’s voice, he didn’t expect anything. “He hasn’t embraced my ideas?”
“No. My father can usually twirl the General around his little finger, but not when it comes to innovative ways to use magic on the battlefield, it seems.”
“So what do I do?”
Misson pursed his lips as they began to walk towards the General’s tent. “Listen to what the General says. Don’t fight with him.”
They walked the rest of the way in silence. Misson opened the General’s tent flap and let Trak go in first.
“There you are. I’ll make this quick,” the General said.
Trak looked around the tent for Senior Dalistro, but the man was absent.
“You have developed some innovative solutions for fighting Master Riotro, but I’m afraid I won’t approve them. Magic doesn’t have a place in my battle plans. It never has and it never will. Magic is an unpredictable element and it only confuses, the actions of real fighters. I expect Honor Fidelia and you to give us additional insight as to enemy movements and positions. Flyers are a truly a wonderful idea that Ben Nomia and you came up with.”
Trak balled his hands in to fists behind his back and nodded. “We will do what we can to quell the rebellion, General.”
Niamo waved his hand, signaling that the audience was over. “That is all.”
Trak quickly retreated, walking as fast as he could without drawing attention. When he made it to the edge of the camp, he took a number of deep breaths and then fired a bolt of lightning into the dirt just in front of him.
Misson caught up with Trak. “Does that help?”
Trak could only nod. He didn’t trust what might come out of his mouth. He didn’t even notice that Misson had followed him all the way through the camp.
“You gave General Niamo the appropriate answer. You will do what you can and did not commit to follow his orders. I was there, I’ll back up your memories, for I know you’ll have to answer for your seeming disobedience to his plans.”
“You want to let me do this?”
“Let you? I encourage you magicians to take the fight to the rebels in any way that will end this conflict more quickly. In fact, it would be a very good idea for you to fly out to Colonel Mirona’s army and grab Valanna and Nullia as soon as you can. That way, no one can issue conflicting orders in the meantime. Take your two teams, as you call them, and operate independently. None of you have given an oath of allegiance to Santasia. You are all operating on your own volition.”
“But won’t the General be furious?”
Misson laughed quietly. “Of course. That makes it even more of a spectacle that I will enjoy observing. Don’t you think you will react better to whatever Master Riotro throws at us than orders filtered through Adolphus’s chain of command?”
“That is part of the strategy,” Trak admitted. “As you said, waiting for orders will inhibit our response to Riotro’s actions.”
Misson put his arm around Trak. “Of course it will. You’ve already talked to the General. He won’t miss you at his strategy meeting tonight. Leave right now, and take Neel with you. The others can take care of themselves.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Good bye will do.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
~
After a few hasty farewells, Trak and Neel rose into the air and took off, heading northeast. They would turn further east when they reached the Glazia River and use that to guide them to Colonel Mirona’s army, which would be heading west.
“So what do I tell Valanna?”
Neel paused. Trak turned around to see him grinning at him. “I suppose you could tell her a lot of things. You still like her, don’t you?”
“I like my memory of her,” Trak said. “Who knows what she is really like by now? I don’t know if I’ve changed, but it sounds like she has.”
Neel stood next to Trak, watching the ground flow beneath them. “Life experiences change us all, some more than others. You, my boy, haven’t changed as much as others might, considering the situations you have faced. Standing up to your challenges helps keep off the changes, but they all grind at you. I should know. I didn’t stand up very well to my greatest challenges.”
“My mother’s death?”
Neel nodded. “The main one. I’ve never really gotten over it, but it has helped spending more time with you and traipsing around Santasia. Even my urge to drink has diminished. I guess Pestle wasn’t very good for me.”
“Not for me, either,” Trak said. “You must have had a tough time as a child, too.”
“I did, but being the antagonistic little sod that I was, maybe a bit less. I had some good people looking after me in Kizru, and my father and his wife weren’t so bad in Bitrium. I had my run-ins with Honor, but then brothers and sisters often fight. Ben helped me when they kicked me out of Bitrium.”
“Ben helped save my life,” Trak said.
“In a way, he saved mine, too.” Neel clapped Trak on the shoulder. “I’m glad we’re together, now.”
“I wish Father was here.” 
“Able?”
Trak nodded. “I worry about him in Kizru.”
Neel chuckled. “Don’t. The Toryans don’t torture people or put them in dank, dark cells. Knowing Able, he’s probably planning how to import ale into the country. Maybe we’ll see him again running a tavern in the heart of the city.”
“I hope so.” Trak wasn’t so sanguine about Able and he wasn’t so sure that Neel was spouting off nonsense. “So back to my original question. How do we convince Valanna to leave and come with us?”
“Let’s ask her first. Maybe she will be more than willing to join us without you having to twist her lovely arm.”
Trak screwed up his face. “I’m not worried about Nullia. She has a mind of her own, and if she understands our situation, Nullia will come with us.”
“Ask Nullia first, if you’re not as confident,” Neel said. 
“That’s a great suggestion.” Trak’s worries were left behind as the leagues began to flow behind them. “Hold on, I’m going to speed up,” Trak said, increasing their speed by saying the power word more forcefully.
~
The rebel army hadn’t reached where the Halgo flowed into the Glazia River, but Trak and Neel didn’t want to take any chances and moved into the middle of the river as they passed the broad river valley that the General intended to be the major battleground.
Forests swallowed up the shoreline as they headed further east. Trak flew over the tops of the trees. They spent a few hours of the night sleeping in a little meadow that Neel and Asem had used on their previous trip. They heated up porridge with their magic, and then set off. If the army had left as soon as Neel and Asem left their message, they should meet up with the Colonel in the morning.
Trak took the flyer up twenty stories. They both sought out any signs of an army from their vantage point. Then Trak flew to the far eastern range of their observation, and they did the same thing until Neel spotted a road that split a farmer’s fields. 
“We can follow that,” he said.
Just before midday, Trak put the flyer down in an uncultivated stretch of land at the head of an army wearing Loyalist colors. 
“I can use the rest,” he said as he drank some water.  Neel grinned and joined him. 
Trak noticed a shadow flit above his head. He looked up to see a flyer descend next to his. His stomach flipped, and he thought his heart had jumped up into his throat. Valanna turned around after she set the flyer down. He wondered if his eyes were as large and surprised as hers were.
“Valanna! We meet again, at last,” he said, nearly biting his tongue for such a lame introduction. 
She leaned over a railing built into her flyer. “And I’ve waited a long time to see you.”
“We are here on, uh, military business.”
“The Colonel will be along in less than half an hour. We are now four thousand.”
She unhitched a length of railing and stepped off the flyer, looking past Trak. “Neel! Nullia and I missed seeing you when you visited last week.”
What? She hadn’t seen him in months and she’s excited to see Neel? Valanna had quickly destroyed Trak’s expectations of an intimate reunion.
Neel bowed to Valanna. “Where is Nullia?”
Valanna made a face. “Ugh! She broke her ankle. After all that we’ve been through, she was just walking on some rocks by the river and slipped. So I’ve been flying on my own over the troops, back and forth to take messages. I saw your flyer touch down so I had to investigate.” She took a huge breath and looked at Trak. “I just can’t believe it’s you.”
He felt his face flush and changed the subject. “Nullia can’t fly then,” Trak said. He not only lost a flyer, but he also didn’t have someone who he knew would convince Valanna to come with him.
Valanna furrowed her brow. “She should be standing in a week or so. It will take us nearly that long to get to the Halgo. She will be ready to do what is required for Colonel Mirona.”
Neel pursed his lips. “Trak has other plans for you.”
“Other plans?” She looked from Neel to Trak in confusion.
“This might not be the best place to talk about it, but General Niamo doesn’t really understand what he is up against with Riotro.”
“And you do?” Valanna said. Trak thought he heard a bit of disbelief in her voice.
“I think I do. I turned an entire Kandannan army back with my magic. Do you think that a Black Master, who desperately wants to take over Santasia, couldn’t do the same?” Trak said. 
“So far the magicians have been evenly matched in what battles we have fought,” Neel said “Riotro has been absent except for possibly one time. Niamo doesn’t see the peril.”
“And Trak does?” Valanna said. “He’s not even twenty years old.”
“Which is about your age, isn’t it?” Neel said.
“That is beside the point. The General has fought for decades.”
Trak looked at Neel, whose face didn’t reflect the objection to Valanna’s comment. “Against a Black Master and against Kandannan magicians? They can bring down flyers, you know,” Neel said.
Valanna rolled her eyes. “Ask Nullia. It happened to her.”
“Is that when you were injured?” Trak said.
“How did you know?”
Neel gave Valanna a dashing smile. “When I delivered the message to Colonel Mirona, the officers couldn’t keep from saying how proud they were of your exploits, and then proceeded to tell us everything he knew.”
Valanna blushed a bit. Trak felt a bit better. So far, Valanna had acted much too harshly, and the blushing finally showed a softer side.
“Let’s have a conversation with Nullia,” Trak said. “She’ll understand the situation.” 
“And I don’t?”
Trak grit his teeth. Where did this prickliness come from? “Not yet.”
“I’ll warn the Colonel and Nullia, who is up ahead of them.” She stalked to her flyer and headed back up the line of soldiers marching past them.
Trak raised his eyebrows, gazing at her departing flyer and turned to Neel. “What has got into her?”
Neel raised his hands. “I think she’s shocked that you are here telling her what to do.”
Trak sputtered. “I haven’t told her to do anything.”
Neel cocked his head. “She thinks you have. She has been the heroine of this army, and maybe she doesn’t want to lose her place.”
“I didn’t mean it that way,” Trak said. “You’re the one who said I have other plans for her.”
Neel smiled. “I did, now that I think of it. Get aboard. Let’s follow her.”
They flew two stories above the soldiers, who waved at them. Trak couldn’t wave back, but Neel did, laughing all the time. “It’s wonderful to be loved,” Neel said.
Valanna’s attitude put Trak into an unhappy mood. “Yeah,” he said. “Valanna is enthralled by my presence after so long.” He thought back to the hug on Misson’s ship just after he had saved Valanna and Garono from the rampaging rebels. Perhaps that was too long ago to hope for a renewal of their relationship. Maybe he had always read too much into Valanna’s actions and her comment on his age did hurt him more than he would like to admit, since he wasn’t even close to twenty.
The Colonel had stopped, and soldiers had made a space for the two flyers on the edge of the road. Valanna had already alighted and spoke to Mirona. A wagon drew up as well. Nullia sat in the back, next to a good-sized man about her age, maybe a bit younger.
“You are Trak Bluntwithe?” the Colonel said. “I’ve heard a lot about you from these two ladies.”
Really? Trak thought. How much did the Colonel hear from Valanna? Right now, he didn’t see her as an ally.
“I am. I’ve just come from the west. We gave the Kandannans something to turn around for and have come to join the battle.”
Mirona nodded. “You’ve come to the wrong army. We are standing by, ready to contain the rebels, should they choose to flee eastward.”
“I think your orders might be changing,” Neel said. “Be ready to take a more active part. With the Kandannans out of the picture, I believe the intent is to squeeze the rebel army where the Halgo meets the Glazia. You’ll come from the east. A large contingent of the General’s forces will attack from the west, and he will bring most of his soldiers up from the south, pursuing the enemy.” Neel grinned. “But, you didn’t hear that from me, right?”
The Colonel put his hand to his ear. “Did you say something?”
Neel shook his head. 
“Why are you out here?” the Colonel said.
“I’d better let Trak tell you.”
Trak gulped. “Nullia? You need to hear this as well.” He walked over to her wagon. “How are you?”
Nullia sat forward and leaned over to give Trak an unexpected hug, “Fine until a few days ago. Broke my ankle, at least that is what the healer says. “Honor might be able to fix me up, but maybe not.” She smiled. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve been worried about you ever since you were captured by the Toryans.”
“They treated you well on your way to Mozira?”
She nodded. “They did, but we did not become friends. I don’t think any outsider can.”
“I agree. I was taken to Kizru and then left again to fight the Kandannans. It’s a bit of a long story that we can talk about another time.”
“Right now, I have plenty of that,” Nullia said.
The man beside her inched his way off the wagon and stood, holding out his hand. “Sandy Pillora. I’m accompanying the army and am Nullia’s friend.”
“Friend?” Trak said.
Nullia smiled and took Sandy’s hand. “A bit more than a friend.”
Trak could see the softening in the woman’s demeanor. Is that what love did to a person? It seems to have made Nullia look younger and less of an imposing, intimidating presence. He felt a bit jealous. Here Nullia had found someone, and looking at Valanna’s expression, he had lost someone.
“I have come for help,” Trak said.
“What more help can I give the General?” Colonel Mirona said.
“I don’t need your help, Colonel. I need Valanna and Nullia to come back with me to fight Master Riotro.”
“You said you didn’t bring any orders.”
Trak took a deep breath. “The General underestimates Master Riotro’s ability to wreak havoc on his army. He thinks Riotro will act like the magicians he is used to. I don’t believe that. Just a few of us turned around a Kandannan army of over five thousand.”
“How many of you?” the Colonel said. 
“Five of us on two flyers.”
Neel interrupted. “That’s not bravado, Colonel. My sister was one of the five. Trak did most of the dirty work.”
Mirona eyed Trak. “So? Did the General ignore you?”
Trak felt his forehead bead with sweat. “He did. Santasia can’t afford to let Riotro have his way, so since I’m unattached to the army, I will fight him wherever he shows up.”
“I’m well aware of Adolphus’s attitude towards magic, but he hasn’t seen Valanna and Nullia at work, and I have. If Valanna and Nullia are willing, they can go with you. You’ll have to leave one of the flyers. I have two magicians who Valanna has taught to fly, and I need to know what is going on around me.”
Nullia raised her hand. “I can’t perform magic. Without a good ankle, I can’t even pose, so I have no magic to help.”
“What about you, Valanna?”
Trak didn’t hold out much hope. He had left the main army in good spirits, thinking she would immediately agree to go with him, but now he thought Neel and he had come on a fool’s mission and he’d have to go back empty-handed.
Valanna looked at Nullia. “I’ll make a decision tomorrow morning.”
“Neel and I will stick around until you’re ready to tell us yes or no. If you wish, I’d be happy to go over my strategy with you tonight.”
She looked conflicted and that gave Trak a thread of hope. At least she hadn’t rejected him immediately.
~
Valanna paced, bent over, in her tent. Nullia was out with Sandy somewhere. What was it about Trak that irritated her so? She had, quite literally, dreamed so often about meeting him again. He seemed taller than she remembered and imagined, but her version of him had aged much more. Trak still looked young and the thought of him pushing her around…
She stamped her foot, bringing up a cloud of dust from the dirt floor. At dinner, Nullia pressed her to talk with him. After speaking with Colonel Mirona, Nullia came to the same conclusion that Trak did. Riotro could be a dire threat. Valanna trusted Nullia, but didn’t want to show any weakness towards Trak.
Nullia put her head inside the tent. “Come with me. You need to talk to Neel and Trak.”
Valanna sighed and clenched her fists. Why was she afraid? No, not now. Not after she had done so much to help the Colonel’s forces and before that Lieutenant Navino. Perhaps she didn’t want to desert either man and Nullia and Sandy and the other magicians.
“Stop dithering!” Nullia grabbed Valanna’s hand. “Come on.” She pulled Valanna out of the tent. Sandy supported Nullia from the other side.
Valanna gave up and let Nullia lead her to a spot not far from their tent. Neel and Trak had obviously borrowed some camp chairs.
“What do you want to say?” Valanna said, folding her arms.
Trak looked anxious, but Neel just sat back, trying to keep from smiling. Sandy stood behind a now-seated Nullia, who tapped on the chair next to her.
Nullia looked up at her. “Sit for a moment,” Nullia said. She turned to Trak. “Go ahead.”
“Nullia knows that Riotro is a very powerful magician. He can do things that none other in the Guild can do.”
“I already know that,” Valanna said.
“I don’t believe that he has really exercised his full abilities on the battlefield. Asem thinks he saw him once, but since there are many black-robed magicians running around, who knows?” Neel said.
Valanna looked at Neel. “So, what makes you think he will start to actually fight now?”
“He wants to win. His plans were thwarted when the Kandannans didn’t make it to his battlefield. Now he’ll need to do something to tip the balance in favor of the rebels. Right now, General Niamo is absolutely correct in thinking that he has a large advantage. But that advantage only works if Riotro doesn’t react, and I think he will react—“ Trak said.
“His ego is on the line, Valanna,” Nullia said. “I’ve known him for quite a few years. He lets others do all the work, but if he is the only one capable of getting something done, he acts. I am certain Trak is right.”
Valanna couldn’t argue with Nullia. She had experienced the Black Master, and Valanna had no idea what the man was like. “So why me?”
“Wind. You control the wind better than anyone else I know,” Trak said.
“Better than you?”
Trak colored at her challenge and paused. She had him now.
“I need to do other things,” he said. “I don’t know if you are more powerful than I am or not, but I need to be the pointy end of our strategy.”
“Pointy end?”
Trak cleared his throat. “I will kill Riotro, if I can. I will kill his magicians.”
“Pulses?” Valanna said.
“You’ve used pulses?” Trak said. He seemed excited by her comment.
“Nullia told me about them, and they do work.”
He actually smiled, and that made something turn over within her. Did she still like him? She had tried not to, but that smile…
“Even though I was exhausted, pulses gave me the continued power to…” Trak paused for a second.
Trak’s face blushed, but he didn’t seem embarrassed. What was the cause, Valanna thought?
He cleared his throat again, “The power to destroy the magicians and officers of the Kandannan army.”
“My, my.” Sandy said from behind Valanna. “Cutting off the head of the snake, eh? You used the flyers to get in close, didn’t you?” He laughed. “It wouldn’t even be a fair fight.”
Trak looked very uncomfortable. “It wasn’t, but I had to think of the lives that I saved. Not only Santasian lives, but those of the common soldiers that I flew over.”
Valanna could hardly believe what she heard. Trak had turned into a reluctant warrior in his exile. He didn’t like the killing, yet he acted. Now, he wanted to take the lead and do it all over again. He didn’t laugh like Sandy at the thought of defeating his enemy. Trak saw the necessity of it. 
How could he last in a war feeling that way? But then, that was how she really felt. Could they be so much alike? She felt her reservations melt in her mind. If Trak truly believed he acted to shorten the war, to reduce the terrible bloodshed, then how could she stay behind and just float around, finding out where enemy positions were?
Mirona had two magicians capable of moving around for short periods of time, and that’s all he needed for scouting.
“How would you use my capabilities?” She leaned forward, anxious to hear his plans.
Trak grabbed a handful of papers from a bag at the side of his chair and gave them to her. “I have worked on a series of maneuvers. We don’t know what Riotro will do, so I’ve tried to anticipate what he might do. He might try to buckle the earth under the soldiers, or create a flame barrier. I can’t stop him from posing, but I can counteract whatever he does, so I need to move from spot to spot very quickly.”
Valanna nodded.
“I also might need to push rocks to drop from up high. I can lift a boulder like a flyer and move it around. A flyer needs to be nearby so when the rock is ready to drop, I can step onto it. No one has shown the ability to fly as fast as I, but I think you can.”
“You expect me to be flattered? Am I a cart driver?”
Trak looked like he had been slapped, and that wasn’t quite what Valanna meant. “You may be the best cart driver in the world,” he said
Nullia chuckled. “You know how to flatter a girl,” she said. “Do you understand that he needs your particular talents, Valanna?”
Trak stood. “I wanted Nullia’s expertise as well. Some of my plans call for two flyers, and I wanted Nullia to be on the second one.”
“Alas,” Nullia said. “That’s not going to happen.”
“I know that now.” Trak looked dejected but then brightened. “Look at my plans and see if you can improve on them. Can you do that for me?”
Valanna looked at Nullia for some support. 
“Look them over. The boy wants to leave first thing in the morning. If I were able, I’d be there.” She looked up at Sandy, who put out his hand for her to grasp. “Even if it meant leaving you surrounded by Mirona’s creatures.” 
Sandy was the only one who laughed at Nullia’s joke.
Valanna gazed at Neel. “And you?”
Neel raised his hands. “I’m the shield man.”
“Who is on the other flyer?” 
Neel finally spoke. “Kulara, Honor, and Nullia was to be the third. None of us are Santasian subjects, so no one can accuse us of desertion. I assume your wound has healed sufficiently?”
Valanna nodded her head. “Maybe Ben Nomio can be pressed into service,” she said. “I’ll do it. You must promise to listen to my advice.”
“I do,” he said.
Trak looked like a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders and Valanna wasn’t sure she liked doing the lifting, but as she shuffled through the papers Trak had given her, she had to admit that he had taken a lot of time to come up with counterstrokes to whatever Riotro might do, and it all appeared to hold together in her eyes. 
~
Trak flew by himself, while Neel and Valanna shared the fancy flyer that Sandy had designed. The flyer had some distinct advantages, particularly the foot high sides. The extra weight would tax most magicians, but Valanna claimed it didn’t affect her for most flights. That only made the inclusion of her strength in his team the more valuable.
In some ways, he wanted to be with her, talking, but Trak didn’t sense she was ready to talk about their relationship. He really didn’t know if he was either, but she never left his mind. For him, something was still happening between them. He wasn’t so sure about her.
Trak didn’t want to stew about it, so he kept going over the different scenarios in his mind. What if there were three magicians as powerful as Riotro? Four? What else could they do?
Would the General allow Trak to at least give the magicians some additional offensive training? He might not, given what Trak was about to do. He would ask Niamo when he returne, but he dreaded facing the General again. As muh as he hated to admit, it didn’t make sense for them to operate without the General’s knowledge. 
Trak thought the strategies that he had proposed to the General did that, but Neel rejected that assumption. Ben’s inclusion on the second flyer was a weak point. Neel agreed and suggested that he ask for a Purple from the Moziran Guild to provide the shields. 
When they stopped for the night, Valanna only wanted to review Trak’s strategies and didn’t appear open to any personal discussion. 
“How did it go?” Trak asked Neel after Valanna had retired.
“You really stirred up a hornets’ nest,” he said. “She had just come to terms with her abilities and felt pretty good about herself, and then you came and dragged her away from the place where she wanted to contribute.”
“I didn’t just ‘drag’ her away.”
Neel snorted. “I can understand how she feels, now. How did you feel about being pressed to go on your quest to Bennin?”
“Angry.” Trak rolled around Neel’s words in his head. “Oh. I took away her choices.”
“You did, indeed. Let’s all fly together tomorrow. We can tie up our flyer to hers and go together.”
“I didn’t think of that,” Trak said.
“I did, but I hope I softened her up a bit for you.”
Trak shook his head. “I don’t think of her as needing softening.”
“Youth,” Neel rapped his knuckles against Trak’s forehead. “You both need some softening, in my view.”
~
“I’m sorry,” Trak began lamely. “I didn’t mean to impress you into my service.”
Valanna barked out a laugh. “Impress. It’s not like you cast an Absorption Spell on me.”
Trak had to smile. “What if I did?”
She looked at him sideways from her pose, pushing the wind behind them. “Then I wouldn’t feel so angry, I guess.”
Trak looked back at Neel, who urged him on with a hand gesture. He couldn’t help making a face after making sure Valanna wasn’t watching. “I’m sorry.”
She turned to look at him straight on. “That is the fifth or sixth time you’ve said you are sorry. I get it. You. Are. Sorry.” Valanna went back to gazing at the ground flowing backwards. “I’ve had my army taken from me.” She raised her hand, breaking the spell and making the flyer coast. “I’ve been taken from a mentor, who I’ve grown to love. Now you are placing me very much in peril. I am coming willingly, but I am not coming because of you.”
Trak could feel his face heat up. “I have no right for you to think that way.”
“You don’t. We hardly know the people we have become. The hug on the ship…” she looked away, “was a mistake.”
Trak took her hand in his. He was encouraged by the fact that she didn’t pull it away. “No, it wasn’t. I needed that to keep me going. My life in the past months has not been easy. There are… issues that I’ve had to come to terms with, and the thought of that hug has been one thing that has kept me going. I’m sorry if it doesn’t mean anything to you, but it did to me.”
“Did?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “How can it have any relevance now? You’ve made it plain that there is nothing between us.”
Valanna’s eyes watered a bit, and that alarmed Trak. He couldn’t have her crying in front of him, could he? Trak wouldn’t know what to do.
“I didn’t say it didn’t mean anything, I said it was a mistake.” She cleared her throat and assumed a wind position again. She looked as uncomfortable as Trak felt.
Trak glanced helplessly at Neel, who just shook his head and put his hands over his ears and turned with his back to the pair of them. Then Trak impulsively put his arm around Valanna’s waist, not spoiling her pose.
“We can start to know each other again, you and I.” Trak expected her to throw him off, but she let him stay as he was. “I can’t deny that I have thought of you often. There still must be something between us.” Trak rolled his eyes and grimaced. How could he be saying this? He felt so ill at ease.
Valanna’s mouth turned up in a corner. “Right now, there isn’t anything between us.” She glanced down at his arm and pulled his hand tighter. “Did Madame Barazzi teach you how to hold a woman just right?”
What did she say? Madame Barazzi? He looked at his arm and nearly recoiled in shock. That was one of the proper ways to hold a woman that Misson’s friend had taught him.
“You learn well, Trak Bluntwithe. I will accept your offer to start again. I, too, have thought of you from time to time. We have much to talk about, for our lives have changed quite a bit since Pestledown.”
Trak breathed a sigh of relief. She gently removed his hand, so he could withdraw his arm. He leaned against the railing to look at her. “Why don’t we start by comparing our time in Misson’s mansion?” 
Valanna actually laughed. “A wise choice for such a young man. Why don’t you begin?”
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
~
AFTER THE FLYERS REACHED THE HILLS on the western side of the Halgo River valley, Neel suggested that they take them up as high as they could and fly directly over the rebel army. They might as well bring some current intelligence to General Niamo as a peace offering.
As they moved south at thirty stories high, the limit of Trak’s knowledge of Bitrium power words, the rebel army came into view. 
Valanna and Trak continued to talk, making Neel the odd man out. He decided to step over to the other flyer and give the pair a bit more privacy. The wind that Valanna produced made the listening rather hard, and that suited Neel’s desire to give them as much privacy as he could.
The rebel army filled one side of the valley as defined by the Halgo River. Trak would shield his flyer, and Neel would do the same on the one that he rode. 
From this vantage point, Neel could see the difference between experienced units and the rabble, as Asem called them. However they all moved as an army, marching in order, some groups better than others. Riotro’s generals must have been training the common men as they went.
Neel noticed Trak’s flyer begin to lower just a bit. “Trak, strengthen your shield,” Neel said. He shuffled to the edge of his own and saw a group of riders with a few wagons just on the other side of the river. “Magicians below. Valanna can you fly faster?” He reinforced the shield around his own flyer.
“I certainly can,” she said. “This is what happened to Nullia and me.” Neel could hear the concern in her voice. Both flyers began to move upwards again as they moved out of range.
“Well, that was instructive,” Neel said. “I’m surprised the spell reached all the way up here. Riotro?”
Trak nodded as he relaxed his shield pose. “Maybe. The Kandannans know the spell, but shields totally eliminated the threat. I’m not sure we could be pulled down from this high, but if we were lower…” He shook his head. 
“If anything confirms your suspicions about there being more powerful magicians to defeat, this does,” Neel said. “But you never needed to convince me.”
Valanna seemed to start a bit at Neel’s words. She probably didn’t need convincing now. He wondered if she would have agreed to come if Nullia hadn’t been there. 
It looked like the conversation ahead had stopped for a bit. Neel broke his pose and looked back at the tail end of the rebel army. He wished they had put some rocks on the flyers since the supply wagons that followed the army dawdled behind the main force. With Riotro likely among the magicians that tried to pull their flyers down, Neel would very likely get another chance.
He began to worry about their reception by the General when they returned. He chewed his lip as he looked at the dwindling army behind them. He doubted Niamo would keep them from the fight, but then he had limited exposure to the leader of the Loyalist army. 
Trak and Valanna began talking again. Although he couldn’t understand the words, the tone of their voices didn’t sound intimate, so he figured that they weren’t talking about their relationship. He wished that the pair could have met under less trying circumstances. Neel laughed with the realization that he was thinking like a father.
~
Once the trio had passed over the rebel army, Valanna stopped talking. Perhaps experiencing the possible power of Riotro made her understand Trak’s point, or the number of rebel troops sobered her thinking. He had expected a large force and had already met the Black Master.
“We will be fighting the magicians,” Trak said. “If we didn’t need to bring the other flyer back, I’d be interested in attacking Riotro now.”
Valanna shook her head slightly, but not enough to break her pose. “Foolhardy. You don’t know how strong Riotro’s entourage is, even if you think you can match Riotro’s abilities.”
Trak nodded. “You’re right. We’ll need two flyers to keep him distracted. I like the fact that he is traveling away from the army. If Riotro buries himself in the midst of the army, too many innocent soldiers will die.”
“What makes you think they are so innocent?” Valanna said. “They were more than happy to try to kill Nullia and me. The magicians didn’t kill Nullia when they captured her, but if she had been caught by soldiers they would have ripped her apart.” 
She looked at him with an expression that made Trak uncomfortable. Fierce, he thought. Trak never thought of himself in that way; competent, hardworking, determined, but not fierce. She had more of a steel spine that he did. At that moment, Valanna reminded her more of Rasia than Honor.
She felt strange to him. She seemed to thrive on the experience, but she didn’t grab onto his idea of turning back and attacking Riotro. Maybe she had better judgement than he did. He pursed his lips. Time to go back over his strategies. With his new perspective of her, he would pay more attention to what she had to say.
“Now that you’ve seen the rebel army, maybe we can review my strategies together and make them better,” he said.
She must have liked his offer since her eyes lit up, and as Trak discussed his strategies, she began to give him both praise and criticism as she saw it. Valanna agreed with Trak on the general approach of taking two flyers with strong magicians.
“I don’t think any of the Moziran Guild are strong enough to take Nullia’s place,” she said. “You agreed that they have to be more aggressive than you first contemplated. That is the biggest weakness.”
“Maybe we should talk to the Moziran Guild leader and test those he thinks would be best suited to one of the three tasks.”
Valanna nodded. “A test. That is a good idea. We can make the best use of a specific talent. That will have to do.” She held his arm while he took a turn being the wind producer. “We can make a good team, I think.” Softness had returned back into her voice. “Maybe we can spend more time together after the war is over. Perhaps we’ll have the time to make some pleasant memories.” 
Trak broke his pose and smiled at her. “I’d like that. But you are right, after Misson and Garono have returned to their mansion in Espozia.” He turned back and started to create wind, but now he moved them a bit faster and, for that brief moment at least, all was well with the world.
~
“You make it hard for me to punish you,” General Niamo said holding onto the message case that the Colonel had sent with Valanna. Neel, Valanna, and Trak stood in the General’s quarters, and none of them had flinched under the General’s tirade. They had all assembled after dinner.
Misson stood with one hand holding his elbow and the other playing with his mustache. “And a good thing, too, since none of these people are in your army, much less citizens of Santasia.”
Niamo glared at Misson, who glared right back. Trak had to refrain from smiling. He enjoyed seeing Misson having his way with the pompous General, matching pomposity for studied nonchalance. What Trak really wanted was permission to use a Santasian sorcerer as the third person and he still hadn’t asked the General.
“I promise to coordinate our efforts with you as best we can,” Trak said. “I just need to find one more member of our flying group to replace Nullia.”
“Nullia?” The General looked a bit lost. 
Misson cleared his throat. “The former Purple who went north with Valanna.”
Niamo’s eyes cleared with understanding, “Her. She broke something, did she?”
“Her foot.”
The General’s face hardened. “No. You can’t use a single Santasian. I can make that happen. You are all dismissed, including you, Misson. Out of my sight tonight and tomorrow on the road.”
The four of them left the General’s tent and walked slowly towards Misson’s quarters.
“We can’t enlist a single guild member, can we?” Valanna said.
Misson shook his head. “No Santasians. You’ll have to use Ben, after all.”
“We will, but I’d rather not have to use him for flying. He was better equipped to help Asem give aerial battlefield intelligence. Trak kicked a small rock out of the way. 
“That may be safer,” Neel said.
Trak nodded. They turned a corner and saw Ben and Asem sitting with some newcomers. He blinked his eyes in surprise. 
“Tembul, what are you doing here?”
The Toryan rose with the others. “I was told, in no uncertain terms, that I was to be with you, once the regular forces began to chase the Kandannans out of Torya. I brought Sirul along with me in the third flyer. You don’t think I’ll let you send me back, do you?”
Trak grinned and shook his head. “Are you better with wind or shields?”
“Shields, of course. I don’t have much use for wind in the Toryan forests. What kind of shield do you want?”
“One that can keep a flyer up in the air,” Neel said.
Tembul crooked his head. “I believe I am one of the few experienced flying shield makers in the world.” He smiled at them all. “I’m your man, as long as I’m close to Trak. I have to make sure he returns to Kizru.”
Trak sighed. Not only did they have Able to make him return, but Tembul would escort him. He couldn’t escape going to Bennin, no matter how he felt about it. 
“Is there anything Sirul can do?” Trak said. 
Tembul translated for Sirul and relayed his reply. “He’s okay with wind, if that is what you mean, but Sirul’s better at projecting fire and lightning. Adequate with a shield.”
Now he had enough competent magicians that he could rely on. General Niamo could complain all he wanted, but none were Santasians he could order around. “We have three teams. Valanna, Neel, and I will be the primary flyer fighting Riotro. Kulara, Tembul, and Honor will fly in the secondary flyer that will distract Riotro and the third team of Asem, Ben, and Sirul will provide intelligence for General Niamo. Are you all okay with that?”
Trak’s request was rewarded with unanimous nods. 
“What about me?” Rasia asked.
“Why don’t you ride in Asem’s flyer? If they are brought down, you can help them fight their way to freedom as much as your broken arm permits. You are also our best scout, so your eyes may see something that the others miss as you pass over them,” Trak said, feeling good about that addition to the reconnaissance flyer.
Asem rose from his camp chair. “Let’s spend the next few days practicing your formations until we catch up with the rebels. My team’s job is easy compared to yours.”
“Let’s fix up our flyers. I’d like all three to have the little wall installed at the edge of the flyers, so we don’t drop whatever we carry,” Neel said. “Can we do that, Trak?”
“I suppose so. We also need to gather food and water to take with us. We have to be ready to spend the entire day far above the soldiers. And with the raised edges, no one will fall off if we just stop and rest up there,” Trak said. He felt a lot better about the success of their efforts.
Ben rubbed his hands. “I’m glad to welcome Sirul to our team.”
The young Toryan smiled after Tembul translated. “This isn’t my fight.” He looked sideways at Tembul, who gave him an encouraging nod. “But I will do my best. You saved my life, Trak. I am indebted.” He bowed to Trak, who felt a bit flustered at Sirul’s comment. 
“Serve the General well, and you serve Torya well,” Misson said. “Santasia hasn’t tried to invade Torya for centuries and we can be better allies than that.”
“I know better than any of you,” Sirul said.
Neel nodded in agreement. “Tembul and you are Torya’s representatives in this war. Santasia won’t forget.” He turned to Misson. “Will it?”
Misson grinned. “Certainly not. Enough of this talk. You must all get to work, and get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow the march begins to speed up.”
Trak took Sirul and Tembul aside. “I can count on the both of you, right?”
Sirul readily nodded, but Tembul just gave Trak a wry smile. “We want you safe, and we want Riotro dead. The General of the northern forces told me so. They have verified that the Santasian Black Master is behind all of this with help from other outsiders. Riotro has discounted you as insufficiently strong, so that is to your advantage. That was before what you did to the Kandannan army at the promontory. Once he learns of that, he might be more aggressive.”
“He already tried to take us down on our way here. We passed right over a group of magicians in the Halgo River valley. We strengthened our shields and left him behind. But his spell was, I think, stronger than yours and I’m not so sure he couldn’t take us down if we were lower.”
“And you have to be lower to use your power, right?”
“It’s a matter of effectiveness, but that’s why Neel will be coming with us. He’s good with shields, as are you, and in case it’s too much for one magician’s pose, we will make all of the magicians practice creating shields. It’s already part of my strategies, which you and I will be going over tonight.”
“I never was much for sleep,” Tembul said.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
~
ASEM HAD PROVEN TO BE LESS SUPPORTIVE THAN TRAK THOUGHT. Was that because Kulara was on one of the battle flyers, as Trak had begun to think of them? Or because he was as weak in magical power as he claimed. They all met before dawn on the day before the battle. One more day of travel, and then a night of preparation. 
During an uncomfortable silence, Neel stood up and took over the meeting. Trak fidgeted with his fingers as he looked on. Since he had worked out all of the plans, he felt a bit angry and disappointed that all of them weren’t looking up to him as their leader, 
“I think that one of the flyers needs to go north with the splinter army, moving up on the western side of the valley,” Asem said. “Then we can move back and forth between Colonel Mirona’s troops with the battle flyers. Communication means everything.”
Trak bit his tongue. Communications were important, but defeating Riotro had to be the army’s primary objective. Take him out and the rebel cause would collapse. Why didn’t these people understand that? He had read about the many victories gained when the leader of the other side had been killed.
“Riotro.” Ben said. Trak sat up a bit straighter. “You aren’t factoring in Riotro. He can change the course of the battle.”
“But we have Trak for that,” Asem said.
“Trak may have as much or more power than Riotro, but he doesn’t have the experience.” Honor folded her arms and stared at Asem. “I know by personal observation of the Black Master. We can’t trust in one person, when we can rely on a team strategy. If something happens to Trak, what do you propose we do?”
Asem grunted. “Am I better at conventional forces than magical foes,  Kulara?”
“Idol of my life,” she said, “Honor speaks for most of us. You are thinking like the General. Rely on the strength of an army’s arm. It is the Ferezan way, is it not? We will have to fight powerful magic with powerful magic, where the force of arms will do us little good.” She looked around at the others. “If Trak is disabled, then we concentrate all of our efforts directly on Riotro. As a group, we must be powerful enough to bring him down.” Her face turned grim.
Trak could see Asem’s mind begin to work. “I hate to withdraw my point, but you have skewered me on it well enough, my love.”
Trak noticed the suppressed smiles. The Warishian had made a good observation, if they fought a conventional foe. He didn’t know how to make the current situation less uncomfortable.
Neel knocked his knuckles on the table. “So how can we improve the communications? Asem has a point, since he is supporting the conventional troops.”
That was better, thought Trak. Let Asem use his battle skills to come up with a strategy he would agree on. Trak looked up at Neel. “Birds?”
“At the mouth of the Halgo, the armies won’t be that far apart. If we distribute more of General Niamo’s birds to the other two commands, we can get communications faster than a flyer,” Ben said. “I agree with Trak.”
Asem nodded his head. “We just need to deliver a cage to Colonel Mirona. The Second Army took along enough to last for, hopefully, the full battle.”
“Then you deliver those, Asem. Leave as soon as we break up tonight and fly over the conventional forces. Right, Trak?” Neel said
“Make sure your shields are strong and you fly high when you are over the rebels. The magicians were traveling on the east side of the river. If they are still there, stay away from them. The spell that brings flyers down loses its power over distance. If you feel the flyer dipping, then reinforce the shield, increase your wind speed, and head away.”
Asem smiled. “Just like you wrote in your plans?” 
Trak’s face grew hot for stating the obvious. “Right. It’s worked for us multiple times.” He stood and wiped his hands. “Time for you to go, then.”
All of them helped load up the flyers with the large rocks that Misson had delivered. Honor and Rasia ran off and returned with provisions. Asem took off as soon as they returned with sacks of food. The crate of birds arrived with some soldiers, as well as messages for the Colonel from General Niamo. Trak watched them disappear into the new dawn.
“Neel and Valanna, are you ready to fly?” Trak said.
Neel furrowed his brow. “Is this a new wrinkle in your plans?”
Misson stood with them. “A contingency?” 
Trak watched over their preparations with a wry smile on his face. “Just until they pass the magicians,” Trak said. “They are, magically, our weakest team. The General needs them more than we do, so I want to make sure they are available for tomorrow’s battle.”
Trak urged Neel and Valanna to board her flyer. Trak took them high into the air, and Valanna began to propel them towards Asem’s flyer.
They traveled as the sky began to lighten, and far ahead Trak saw the morning sun light up Asem’s flyer, now just a speck in the distance. Soon, the wagons of the enemy began to appear, stringing out below them. 
“Should we give them presents from above?” Neel said, grinning. 
Trak took them lower, and while Valanna matched the much slower speed of the column, Trak and Neel began to toss rocks off of the flyer. Some of the rocks hit the wagons, but most of them hit the soft ground, sending up a plume of dirt into the air. 
“I have another idea,” Trak said.
Neel laughed. “Why did you draw up those plans if you’re going to ignore them?”
“They gave me some ideas. I don’t like it, but we need to do more damage.” Trak said. “Let’s catch up to Asem and use a strategy that I thought of when fighting the Kandannans.”
Valanna moved the flyer so quickly that Neel and Trak had to hold on. Soon Asem’s flyer slowed up as he stopped moving over the army, and the two flyers floated in the sky next to each other.
“Rocks hit this softer river valley soil and don’t break up as much as they did when we fought the Kandannans. This time I will explode the rocks as they descend. I can’t do it from our flyer very well, since after they drop I don’t think I’ll have time to aim at them.”
“Aim?” Asem said. “You’re going to explode the rocks before they hit?”
“I did that with the bigger rocks we used to fight Kandannans. These are smaller rocks, but there will be a larger effective diameter if we can blast them from up high. Less damage, but more of it. I think that it might be more effective than what we are doing now.” Trak said.
Asem shrugged his shoulders, but at least Ben looked excited.  “It’s worth a try, and if it doesn’t work, then we can move forward. Why are you following us anyway?”
“I want to make sure Riotro doesn’t stop your mission to the Colonel,” Trak said.
“You don’t have to travel much more until you can head east. At least let’s give this a try over the supply wagons,” Neel said.
Asem looked over at Neel, Trak, and Valanna. “You let us know when you are done, so you can get back to your other team and load up with more rocks.” He finally nodded to Trak. “Keep thinking, boy. This war isn’t over yet.” Asem said something to Ben and they circled back over the wagons that had begun to disperse, slowing up the back of the rebel army even more.
Trak drew his sword and leaned against the railing, waiting for the first rock to be dropped. Sirul seemed to have the honor. He dropped a big one. Trak didn’t let it get too far before he used the force spell that had shattered rocks in the pass. He sighed when he missed and the rock fell to the earth, missing a wagon. He waved his hand for another rock. 
It took three tries before he learned how to catch the falling rock with his spell. He was leading the rock too much with his sword. The shattering rock made an exploding sound and the shards rained down. The diameter of the falling rocks covered two wagons. Men fell from horses and the covers of the wagons shredded along with the supplies. One wagon’s wheels were disabled. Trak couldn’t quite tell from his vantage point, but he thought he heard cheers from the three men in front of them. They continued their work until most of the rocks were gone. 
Trak didn’t feel too drained from using the pulses of power. He signaled for the two flyers to reconvene. 
Neel waved over to Asem. “That works, but now we have to escort you over the eastern hills, so you can proceed to the Eastern Army,”
Ben waved and assumed his wind position again and off they went. The eastern hills dipped a bit, and that was the place where Trak waved Asem on.
Valanna took them south, skirting the hills. They hadn’t seen magicians on the eastern side of the river, and Trak worried about that. Riotro was somewhere in the rebel army column, and would be harder to entice him out into the open. 
“I feel more exposed,” Valanna said. “I feel better when we travel in pairs.”
“I’ll put up another shield. Let’s make good time south.” He looked back north. The indiscriminate nature of the exploding rocks exposed the raw nerve he still had from the death and carnage leveled on the Kandannan army. This time the sharp edges of burst rock cut down any man, woman or animal within the radius of the blast. “I wish that worked with more precision,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Valanna said.
“Killing the drivers and the cooks instead of soldiers. Somehow it didn’t seem fair,” Trak said.
“What fairness is there in war?” Valanna said. “You’ve got to grow up and get past thinking that the enemy are all innocents. Nullia and I worked as a team on our expedition north from Mozira. To think that there are innocents in the army is a nice dream, but it isn’t reality, Trak. It really isn’t.”
“I guess I’m not sufficiently angry at all the rebels,” Trak said.
“Remember them attacking Garono and me when we fled from Espozia? Those weren’t nice people.”
Trak scratched his head. “I suppose you’re right. I did have to sneak out of Estia with Nullia.”
She nodded. Trak wondered about her comment. She had confused him since he met her again and had gotten to know her better. In some ways Valanna was more direct. Did ruthless fit into her description? Then she made a comment about feeling more secure. What did that make him? Less bloodthirsty but more courageous? He struggled with labels on their way back to meet up with the General’s army. 
Again, he didn’t feel that he had changed very much, and Valanna had. His Pestledown memories of her didn’t describe the woman who provided the wind power for the flyer. She hadn’t lost any of her beauty that Trak could tell, but maybe she had lost some of her innocence. At least for now, he could actually see Valanna rather than think about her. 
Still, after spending some time with her, it seemed to him that she had matured much more than he had and that unsettled Trak. He had thought once they met again, that the same feelings would come instantly, but they hadn’t. He wondered if she felt the same way. They seemed to have moved further apart than he had thought, but then he remembered their talk on the way from Colonel Mirona’s army. It almost seemed like they were on the same level again. Trak shook his head and tried to push such thoughts out of his mind. They had to concentrate on the next two days and the big battle tomorrow.
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
~
THE FIRST ARMY OF THE LOYALISTS, as General Niamo called them, stopped for the night just about where Trak had destroyed the supply wagons. Shattered lumber and broken bags and crates littered the road where they camped. The army used what provisions didn’t spoil and chopped up the wagons for campfires.
“Battle tomorrow,” Misson said as he stuck his head in the tent that Neel, Ben and Trak shared. “Make sure you are well-rested and have food and water to last you throughout the entire day. My father and the General wish you well.” Misson grinned. “Well, my father, anyway. Good luck to you.”
“Thank you and tell the General good luck,” Trak said. Neel merely grunted as Misson left them.
“Rest up, boy,” Neel said. “I’m sure you are as nervous as I am. We have a long, trying day tomorrow.”
Trak nodded. “It was long enough for me today, practicing for so long, but I have the timing down.”
“You sure do,” Neel said, chuckling. “We all tried using wands and swords, but none of us can bring so much power to bear while breaking pose and aiming. You just sort of force your will on the pose.”
Trak shook his head. “That power might just be a curse.”
“It is, I’m sure. That’s why the Toryans hold Able, to ensure your return. They know how much power you wield, and Tembul’s description of your exploits with the Kandannan army will only make them feel better about forcing you to return to Kizru.”
Trak frowned. He wanted to get to know the new Valanna better. She respected his power, and that helped make up for his lack of age in her eyes, or so he hoped. A battle stood between the both of them as well as his quest to Bennin. First of all, he had to defeat Riotro in order to have a chance to see if Valanna and he had a future. 
The certainty that Trak had felt months ago when he saved Garono and her from the attack on Estia disappeared in the forests of Torya where he had killed men and rushed headlong into perilous situations, only to survive. He knew much of that consisted of luck, but his power seemed to overcome the probability of bad outcomes.
“Well, you’ll have to move over some, boys, to make room for me. I am very, very tired,” Ben said as he entered the tent.
Trak sat up. “Learn anything new?”
Ben nodded his head. “I am sure the rebel army is deeply disappointed that their ability to move east or west has been stopped dead. They seem to be preparing for battle. There are rumblings in the earth, which means that the magicians are preparing fortifications of a sort.” Ben rolled out his blankets. “Let them wear themselves out. It will only impede their ability to fight tomorrow. They have to defend a very large front, and I didn’t know it, but Dalistro has brought up ships from Mozira and the coast to keep the rebels from crossing over to the other side.”
“It’s do or die for the rebels,” Neel said. He sat up blinking his eyes a bit. He must have fallen asleep. “That will only make them more desperate.”
“And more dangerous,” Trak said. He had read about so many battles where pockets of desperate men fought off much larger forces. As an aside, he noted that the General didn’t use his idea of moving up the army on the other side, and that brought a whiff of disappointment.
“Hopefully, General Niamo will grant clemency for any who wish to surrender,” Ben said. “If he doesn’t, a lot of men will lose their lives unnecessarily.”
“I agree,” said Trak. “That makes it even more important to get to Riotro as early as we can.”
Ben took a deep breath and exhaled. “Good luck with that. Valanna told you about the black-robed magicians that accompany Riotro? Nullia now thinks they are from Vashta.”
Trak gasped. “That’s on the other side of the world.”
“It is. They have magic, but it’s a bit different from what is practiced here. Different poses and power words give magicians other powers.”
“So they might be able to bring down our flyers?”
Neel put his hand to his chin. “So it might not have been Riotro who nearly brought down your flyer when we brought Valanna to the First Army.”
“No,” Trak said. “That doesn’t mean it wasn’t or if Riotro can do better or worse than a Vashtan magician.”
Ben rubbed his hands together. “So many surprises await us.” He lifted the corner of his mouth into half a smile. “I’m going to bed, or I’ll be worthless to Asem tomorrow.” He lay down and closed his eyes.
Trak tried to do the same but never quite knew when he fell asleep. Neel shook his shoulder some time later to wake him up. “Time to fly, boy.”
“Where is Ben?”
“Already at work for the General,” Neel said. “Asem, Sirul, and Ben fly for the General, remember? The General wanted him up and in the air as soon as they could see something through the murk of dawn.”
“And we need more light to see our rocks drop,” Trak said.
Neel nodded. “Among other things. I feel rested enough.”
“I am. Rest doesn’t cure an anxious mind,” Trak said. “I hope all of us make it through today.”
“So do I.”
~
Despite General Niamo’s antagonism, he stood by Trak’s flyer.
“If you use your exploding rock strategy, I’d like it if you could go right up their middle. That way we can split up the rebel front line a bit.”
“I can do that. The rocks are a way to draw Riotro to us.” More diversions, Trak thought.
Niamo waved his hand impatiently. “I know your strategy. Keep him from my troops, and we’ll do the rest.” The General turned on his heel and stalked off.
Neel watched him go while Trak boarded the flyer and began checking their supplies and checking to make sure they were secured. Large rocks had been put into thick-walled crates for transfer to Honor’s flyer when they ran out.
Honor, Valanna, Kulara, and Tembul approached them from the tents.
“We are ready,” Honor said.
Honor looked nervous, but Valanna looked excited, with a face flush with an anticipation that Trak didn’t have. Kulara looked like a hawk ready to attack.
“Then off we go,” Trak said. 
Neel took Trak aside while the others stowed their gear. “I don’t trust General Niamo. I think we should take off for Kizru as soon as this battle is over.”
The comment took Trak by surprise. “Shouldn’t we fight all the way to Espozia?”
“Be reasonable. There is nothing for you in Espozia other than being a minion within the Magician’s Guild, whatever that will be like once Riotro is gone. Valanna is bound to Warish.” Neel shook his head. “You’ve got friends in Misson and Garono Dalistro, but Niamo definitely doesn’t like you, and I would imagine that his subordinates don’t, as well.”
Trak put his hand on the railing of their flyer and put the other to his forehead. “It’s all confusing.”
“No it isn’t,” Neel said, taking Trak by the upper arm and leading him off a bit more from the group. “We take care of Riotro, if we can, and then we leave for Kizru along with any who will join us.”
Trak shook his head. He wouldn’t have ever thought of deserting the army, but then it wasn’t his army. He would have to think about it later. Right now he had to focus on what he would do today, not tomorrow. 
Trak respected his birth father’s advice and felt like he would have to come up with a reason not to follow it. “I don’t want to talk about it now. Maybe later. Is that all right?”
Neel nodded. “That’s good enough for me. I just wanted to let you know how I feel. It’s time to go.”
They all mounted their flyers and took off to the north towards the rebel army. From high in the air, they looked down on the hasty fortifications. Large berms had been created along a line across the eastern hills to the Halgo River. The farmers wouldn’t be happy after the battle finished, Trak thought. Magicians had dug deep holes in front of the berms. 
General Niamo wouldn’t be too pleased having to be so confined. “I’ll use up power, but I’ve got to give the Loyalists a clear path to the rebels,” Trak said, drawing his sword. “Go down to two stories just behind the berms, and I’ll try to push the earth back into the holes in the center. Niamo wanted to go right up the middle with his army. The magicians won’t have the time to repair the barriers. Neel, increase the physical shield.”
Valanna took them down over the rebel troops while Trak stood on the side of the flyer, sword pointed to the berms. He assumed the same pose he used at the quarry months ago in Colcan, and shot pulses of power into the berms. The earth exploded to the south, with most of it ending up in the holes created by magicians in the last two days. They flew for about four hundred paces, creating a wider, flatter area for Niamo’s troops.
“That’s enough,” Trak said. He assumed the lift spell and they were back up to thirty stories in the air. 
Trak sat down in the flyer and rummaged for food and water. “Time for a break?”
Valanna stopped the flyer. Kulara maneuvered hers close. 
“How are you?” Honor called over. 
“A bit tired. I’m eating,” Trak lifted up a waterskin and half-eaten loaf of bread. “I figure we saved a lot of Loyalist lives,” he said.
“At the cost of rebel lives,” Honor said. “You help one group, you disadvantage the other.”
Trak had to nod. “Had to do it.”
“I would, too, if I had your power,” Honor said. Trak could see conflict on her face. 
Did one always have to choose sides in a war? Trak looked down at the rebel forces and realized that at some point one did. He shook his head with dismay, knowing that Garono had said repeatedly that he would fix the Council’s mistakes, but even if he didn’t know how successful Misson’s father would be, Trak had no illusions about Riotro’s rule. 
“Time to draw the magicians out,” Neel said. 
Trak nodded and stood up, finishing off the small loaf and taking a final swig of water. Behind him he heard the sound of trumpets. Niamo’s troops were closing in. 
“Over there,” Valanna pointed on the other side of the river. “Magicians? I count at least ten. Black robes are among them. I don’t know why I didn’t see them before.”
“Maybe they used a spell to hide,” Neel said.
How did Riotro categorize the Blacks? No other magician at the Espozian Guild had rated Black, and now they were popping up all over. Trak remembered black-robed magicians among the Kandannans, and Valanna had run into others in eastern Santasia. Were they just uniforms worn by lesser magicians? 
He grimaced as he thought that they would find out soon enough. “Strong shields,” Neel said as they crossed the river and approached the magicians. 
Tembul began to drop rocks over the magicians, while Trak, with sword drawn, exploded them with pulses of power. A few of the magicians dropped while others assumed shield poses, but their efforts seemed to be too late. Trak’s rock shards had hit all of them.
“Down!” Valanna said.
Trak used the descent spell on his flyer, and everyone cautiously inspected the damage. 
Tembul pulled a hood from one of the dead magicians. “Where is this woman from?”
“She is a Vashtan,” Neel said, kneeling down by the body. “Dark, nearly black eyes, wheat colored hair, large flat nose over thin lips. The skin is honey colored, but covered with darker freckles.”
Trak began to inspect the fallen forms. All who wore black robes were similar in race to the Vashtan woman. “Why are they here?”
Honor stood after checking for a pulse of a man wearing a red robe. “Riotro has allies,” she said.
“Or Riotro is a puppet,” Neel pulled the hood back over the dead woman’s head. “We can leave it up to Misson to find out,” he said as they heard an explosion and all turned to see a cloud of dirt and dust on the other side of the river. He clutched his hand into a fist. “These were a diversion.”
Valanna turned to Trak as he saw another explosion. The sound took some time to reach them. He took her hand. “Back into the flyers. Now we know where Riotro is.” He clutched his hand into a fist in frustration. “We have to move quickly. We leave these magicians here, once we’ve laid them side by side.”
Their grisly task took only a moment, and soon they sped back over the river to see chaotic fighting below them. The battle lines had crumbled with the explosions, and now the battle had lost all order.
“Shields!” Neel readjusted his pose and shouted the power word right after their flyer had begun to dip down. 
Trak looked down below him. A circle of fighters had cleared a space around a group of robed figures. “Riotro must be down there,” he shouted over to the other flyer. The sounds of battle made it hard to hear, but Rasia nodded and rolled a large rock down. Trak exploded the rock, and the shards rained down on the soldiers below. The rocks seemed to bounce around the cluster of magicians, but had struck down the fighters on one side. 
“They are quicker with their shields,” Tembul said as Honor brought the flyer closer to Trak’s.
“Drop rocks right on top of them. We have to distract Riotro from fighting the Loyalists,” Trak said.
Kulara and Honor nodded. Tembul began emptying rocks. The flyers moved around the outside of the circle and cut down the ranks of soldiers protecting the magicians.
Trak felt the flyer dip, and then it jerked down again. Both flyers lost headway,
“We are losing height,” Valanna said. “I’m getting us out of here.” She grunted with effort as she posed and re-posed. “The spell is too strong. I can’t get us to move very much.”
Trak looked down as panic threatened to grip him. “Keep your shield up, Neel.” He looked over at Valanna. Move the flyer right above the magicians,” Trak said. He gave the same order to Honor and Tembul. “We drop right on them and fight.”
Pointing his sword downward, he sent pulses of lightning into the magicians that lit up the shields into the shapes of bright shining umbrella. 
“You can’t break through it at all?” Neel said, his brow covered with sweat as he continually renewed his power words.
Trak shook his head. “Feints. This is going to be a duel just like fighting among Gio’s swordsmen.” He occasionally shot at soldiers, who fell to his bolts, having no way to shield themselves from Trak’s attacks.
The flyers stopped their descent when they touched the shields. Trak could feel them begin to buckle a bit. “Hold on and be prepared to shield yourselves in clusters like we practiced,” Trak said. He had had only one real experience in a magician’s duel when they had captured Sunflower in Gorinza. That felt like so long ago, but it was only a few seasons past.
 “Be ready!” Trak said as he identified magicians in their poses. He pointed his sword and shot bolts of lightning with such force that they pierced through the barrier and knocked down the magicians. After four shots, the shield began to buckle and the flyers began to tilt at different angles until they crashed down on the magicians. Fighting erupted between the enemy magicians and Trak’s group.
Trak noticed Riotro trying to sneak through a crowd of soldiers. He shot a pulse of energy over his head into the line of enemy who tumbled backwards into each other, leaving Riotro exposed in a large empty circle. 
“Riotro!” Trak called as he jumped off the flyer and stumbled over bodies towards the Black Master. 
His opponent stood in shield pose and inched his way around. “So we meet again.” He changed pose quickly and blew up the dust and dirt of the battlefield, while he threw off his black robe, revealing the loose white shirt and tight-fitting pants of a fencer. He quickly slid into another shield pose. 
“So you’ve adapted my pose movements,” Trak said. The rest of the battle dimmed around him as he concentrated on his opponent. 
Riotro sneered. “A style change, but a good one, thank you. Why don’t you surrender now?”
Trak chanced a glance to see his two teams destroying most of Riotro’s magicians. “Surrender? You are on your own.”
“It doesn’t matter, boy. I am enough to defeat the entire army. You saw my explosions?”
“Did those on your own?” Trak said. “Or did you need Vashtan help?”
Riotro’s eyes widened just enough to inform Trak that the explosions were a group effort. He didn’t really know much about working as a team on a single spell. Ben and Honor had talked to him of it, but they never had the time to practice that technique. “Just you and me, Master,” Trak said. 
Riotro’s chest puffed up a bit as he shifted his pose and began to throw spell after spell at Trak. Nothing made it past Trak’s shields, but he felt the buffeting of Riotro’s power beginning to weaken his protection. Trak quickly rolled to his right and began a series of alternating shield and attack poses. 
He put his full focus on anticipating Riotro’s next move. Using his extensive duelling experience allowed Trak to anticipate Riotro’s movements as the man flowed from one pose to the next. 
Riotro pulled a wand from his boot and began to send ice, fire, lighting, and pure force at Trak. His shields slowed up the effects, but enough of the spells leaked through his shields to tatter his clothes and push him one way and then another. At least he gave Riotro as much as he received. 
The duel had lasted long enough. Trak drew his sword while he assumed another shield spell. 
“A sword?” Riotro said. His lips curled into a cruel grin as he set a very strong shield around his body. “No one has ever broken through this.”
Trak began to slam his sword against the physical shield that Riotro had created. The Black Master laughed as Trak beat on his shield, but Trak was intent on any movement of Riotro in breaking down the shield. He backed up, breathing heavily, and created another shield of his own. 
The two men faced each other, bloody, torn, and breathless, as they held similar poses, glaring at each other. “It’s time to say goodbye,” Trak said.
Riotro tilted his head back just far enough not to break the effect of his pose and laughed. “You think you can defeat me?”
Trak raised his sword and pushed as much energy as he could into its tip and slammed it into Riotro’s shield. Riotro went head over heels into the soldiers, as if hit by a mighty wind, knocking many of them down. Trak knew that a number of those men would never rise from the ground. 
He walked over to the now-comatose magician and stood with his sword in his hand, the grip now slick with his own blood. He raised the sword to kill Riotro and…couldn’t bring himself to do it. 
Trak grit his teeth in frustration, warring with himself to end this man’s life, but in the end, he lowered his sword, planting the tip in the ground. He only now heard the silence around him. Battle sounds still rang through the air, but all those surrounding the circle had stopped to observe the duel. 
He looked down at Riotro and at the dead magicians and dead soldiers. His magicians were all intact. Trak took a shuddering breath. He couldn’t let Riotro go free. The man could not be allowed to practice magic again. He clamped his mouth tight as he fought against himself. Kill or not? His mind worked furiously for a solution. He only had seconds to act before the stunned crowd would do something.
Finally, he raised his sword again high above his head and brought it down on Riotro. 
His first stroke took off Riotro’s left foot and a second stroke took off his right. If Riotro couldn’t stand he couldn’t pose. Now they could hold him safely, without fear of his posing. If the man bled to death on the battlefield, that would be left to chance and not Trak’s doing.
He turned to the two magician teams and slumped his shoulders, letting his sword tumble to the ground. 
“I would have never thought of that,” Neel said. 
Valanna ran into his arms. “I have no power besides yours,” she nearly whispered. “Thank you for what you have done.”
Then Honor threw her arms around him. “I don’t know if what you did was a mercy, but I am proud of you.” 
She jerked right after Tembul yelled. 
Trak felt the flash of power through her as she dropped senselessly to ground. He turned back to see two Vashtans, dressed as ordinary soldiers, their dark freckled skin and light hair shouting out their origins. One had closed Riotro’s wounds while the other had attempted to kill Trak. Both of them took one of Riotro’s arms and vanished.
Where could they have gone? He ran to a flyer and took it up into the air. He spared the barest of moments to see his fellow team members clustering around Honor’s still body. To the northwest, he sensed a flash and took the flyer in that direction. The two Vashtans stood over Riotro’s body. Trak’s shadow covered them. They looked up and disappeared again. 
Trak felt, and then saw the flash. They were far ahead of him. They disappeared, and although Trak flew in their direction, he lost where the next flash occurred, and then… nothing. Riotro had escaped. 
~~~
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
~
THE LETDOWN OF NOT CAPTURING RIOTRO made him grit his teeth and then he thought of Honor. He shifted his pose and flew back. All over the battlefield, the Loyalists had gained the upper hand and he could see pockets of the fight ending. Trak couldn’t detect any conflict in the vicinity where he had fought Riotro.
He flew down towards Honor. soldiers crowded around a shield that the magicians still had active as Trak descended. He ran towards his fallen aunt.
“Is she dead?” he blurted out as soon as he reached them.
Neel shook his head. “Tembul managed to get a weak shield up that probably saved the both of you.”
Trak looked down to see an angry burn on Honor’s back. That bolt had been meant for him. He knelt by his aunt, eyes watering.
“Trak?” Honor said, eyes glassy and unfocused. “Riotro?”
He looked around at his team. “Gone. Taken by Vashtans. They have some kind of spell that allows them to teleport their bodies for a league or so, but I couldn’t keep up with them as they jumped from spot to spot.”
“At least he won’t be running Santasia as a magician,” Neel said.
“You extinguished the source of his power,” Valanna nodded and looked up at Trak. “And you? How are you?”
Trak snorted out something that might have sounded like a laugh, although Trak didn’t feel that way. “I am sore all over and will need a bit of help myself, but not…” he looked down at Honor, “not like that.” He knelt down beside her and took her hand. “You get yourself better.”
His words were rewarded with the weakest of smiles.
A column of Loyalist soldiers flooded the area. Soldiers ran to defensive positions as General Niamo entered. 
“I heard that you killed Master Riotro?” the General said. Trak could see no friendliness in the man’s eyes. “Are these his?” The General threw Riotro’s detached feet on the ground.
“I maimed him, and his Vashtan friends helped him escape.”
“Escape, you say?” Niamo narrowed his eyes. “How could you have let him go?”
“He went after him,” Neel said. “But he couldn’t catch up.”
The General snorted. “I find that hard to believe.” He looked down at both Trak and Honor with no emotion in his eyes.
Misson pushed his way into the circle and knelt by Trak. “What happened?” Misson said in Pestlan.
“Vashtan magicians tried to kill Trak, but Honor was in the way.” Neel said.
“I managed to put a hasty shield.” Tembul knelt down beside them. “Not much, but, hopefully, it saved her life.”
“We will take her to my house in Estia and let her recover there.”
Valanna put her hand on her hips. “If there is anything left of it?”
“Good point,” Misson said. “I’ve reports that the house where I let her stay when Trak was with me is definitely intact. We can use that, if we need to.”
“I’ll protect her,” Rasia said.
The General huffed a bit, and then left them.
Misson stood along with Trak, while Rasia put something under Honor’s head and covered her body with a bedroll blanket. He took Trak aside. “It’s time for you to go somewhere else. Adolphus doesn’t trust you. It’s really more like he is afraid of you. The rebels lost their motivation to fight when you defeated Riotro and it didn’t sit well with him. The General didn’t believe that you could do it. Even though he was victorious, it’s a hollow victory for him. Knowing Adolphus, he’ll be making more trouble for you, if you follow us to Espozia.”
Trak shook his head. Back to exile and there were no deeds noble enough for him to prevent people from hating him. “I’ll go tomorrow. Neel thought something like this might happen.”
Tembul had been standing in listening range and walked up. “Neel, Sirul, Trak, and myself. Can we have some supplies before we go?”
Misson nodded his head. “Certainly.” He looked at Trak. “I’m sorry. I looked forward to giving you more fencing lessons.” He gave Trak a rueful grin. “I have a chance at you with a blade, but not at magic.”
Trak managed a smile. “I wish things were different as well.” He looked over at Valanna, rubbing Honor’s hand. His aunt didn’t look very well.
He found his sword and returned to Honor. A healer showed up, and after checking on her, began to treat Trak’s many small wounds. Now that the heat of battle had passed, Trak felt like he had rolled down a rock-strewn slope. Every muscle ached, and his myriad of small cuts and bruises began to hurt.
“If you can keep her here without moving for a day or two, that would be best,” the man said. “Put up a tent around her. She needs a lot of rest at this point. I’ve done what I can for the burn on her back.” He put all his supplies back in the large back that he carried around, and walked off to treat other wounds suffered that day.
Asem joined them with Sirul and Ben as the sun was about to set. The magicians’ bodies had been removed and they now were the sole occupants of a field about one hundred paces in diameter.
Trak sat on the edge of one of the three flyers while Asem sat down next to him.
“So you are off to Bennin, I suppose?”
Trak nodded his head. “I have no choice, it seems.”
Asem made a scoffing sound. “We always have a choice, but there are the obvious ones, and that is the right choice, I agree. You know, we are still enemies, of a sort.”
“Of a sort,” Trak said. “It’s hard for me to look at you that way.” He thought of a real enemy, General Niamo, and thought of Valanna. “Is Valanna an enemy, too?”
“Maybe at some point, but not now,” Asem said. “We leave tomorrow as well. You go to the mysterious city of Kizru, and we will go south to Nikia and take a ship to Warish. There is a port at the mouth of the Pusuun River, Amorim. I suppose we can stay there for a few weeks. I have business there and would like to know what has happened in Balbaam before I set foot in the Warish capital. If you are headed to Bennin, you will probably have to find a ship in Amorim to take you there. That’s how it is usually done. See if you can find us when you arrive. Most people in Amorim know where I live. I imagine we might be able to cross paths again while we are still friends, eh?” He patted Trak on the shoulder.
Trak looked over at Valanna talking to Kulara by their campfire. “I will.” He couldn’t help but sigh. His opportunity to know her better had come and gone. What had he accomplished? Not much.
He knew she still attracted him, despite her change in character. He actually thought it made her a more substantial woman, rather than the princess image he had developed in his mind. Maybe they could spend a bit of time together before she left.
“I have something for Valanna,” Trak said. He rummaged around in his bag and pulled out a thick notebook. “I’d like Valanna to have this. These are the notes to the basic Colcan poses. Don’t lose the insert inside, since it is the key to deciphering the power words.”
“But this is yours,” Asem said. “How can you continue to use your magic? This is too valuable to give to an enemy.”
Trak laughed. “I have the poses and power words memorized. Anyway, Valanna is not my enemy. I don’t know if I’ll make it to Amorim on time or not, but I want her to have something of mine that carries value, and I’m afraid this is all I have.”
Asem cleared his throat. “Why give it to me?”
Trak shook his head. “I don’t think I can present it to her properly.” He had struggled to get the words out as it was and gazed over to Valanna.
“I understand. Go ahead and say something to her, anyway. She would like to talk to you before you go tomorrow, but don’t tell her I said that. It seems that Valanna has learned a bit of prickliness from my ever-lovely second wife.”  Asem rose and dusted off his pants. He took the portfolio from Trak and left him sitting on the flyer.
He glanced over at Valanna, and their eyes met.  She rose and walked over to him.
“Another impressive display of your power, today,” she said. Her smile was tight, as if she held her emotions in. She held her hands together on her lap.
“I’d give it up in an instant, if it meant Honor didn’t have to suffer.”
She nodded and examined her hands. “I agree, but we did what we had to do.”
It was Trak’s turn to nod. He felt rather uncomfortable talking to her after his conversation with Asem. “I’m leaving first thing tomorrow morning. I enjoyed most of the time we spent together during this war, especially the talking while we traveled with Neel.”
Valanna laughed and looked away. Perhaps she felt as uncomfortable as he did, at the moment. “He did give us plenty of time to do that, didn’t he?”
Trak nodded again and felt like a fool for doing so. “I guess the times in Pestledown will never really return.” He said that off the top of his head and realized that he really meant it.
“We are two different people, I think, me more than you, Trak. Asem seems to think that there are many more changes in store.”
Trak started to nod, but stopped. “There are times when I wish things could just remain that way, yet as I think about it, I had some memorable experiences, but not many that we shared. I wish we could be together under less stressful circumstances.”
Valanna hummed her agreement. “Good times in the future, then? We will see. Asem seemed to be very upset when I showed him the Vashtan bodies. He thinks they might be behind all of this.”
Trak sighed. “They are, at a minimum, Riotro’s allies. My learning never quite made Vashta an area of emphasis. I don’t know if I’ll have the chance to learn anything about them in the near future. Bennin is on the other side of the world.”
“I learned today how Vashtans look, and you will learn soon enough what the Benninese are like,” Valanna said. “The Vashtans are the people who pushed Misson and Ben’s ancestors out of their continent and onto this one.” She shrugged. “Now you know as much as I do.”
“Right,” Trak said. 
The pair sat in an awkward silence. Trak tried to get up the courage to tell her about the gift of his portfolio, when a horse and cart drew up beside the camp, ending the uncomfortable pause.  
Valanna impulsively kissed Trak and the cheek and then jumped up. “Nullia!” 
Trak looked up and saw Nullia struggling to stand up. Sandy Pillora restrained her.
“Stay down. You’ve been battered enough riding in the back of this thing,” Sandy said. 
By the time he settled Nullia down, Trak and Valanna stood by the side of the wagon.
“I, for one, am glad this rebellion is about over,” Nullia said, looking at Trak. “I heard about your duel. It will be legendary.”
“I don’t know about that,” Trak said. “I didn’t quite defeat him.”
“Cutting off both his feet is an extreme way to avoid total victory, don’t you think?” Nullia said. 
“I didn’t want him to practice magic anymore,” Trak said.
“He’ll find a way,” Nullia said. “But you’ve slowed him down and stopped this dreadful civil war. Thanks to you there will be more wives than widows.” That comment made Trak feel good. “Where is Honor?” Nullia said, looking around. That comment made Trak feel awful.
“Over here,” Honor said in a weak voice. 
Trak looked at the opening in the tent that had been erected over her. She lay on her stomach with dressings over her burned back.
Trak helped Sandy take Nullia off the wagon and over to Honor’s tent.
“I’m sorry if I don’t stand to greet you,” Honor said, not being able to twist around. 
Nullia ordered her helpers to move her on the other side of the tent and lift the back flaps up. “You look worse than I do.”
“Then just wait,” Honor said. “I’ll get better, but it might take awhile. I’ve never known anyone to survive a bolt like I did. Thanks to Tembul, I live to describe the pain.” She chuckled, but that turned into a wince. “I can’t do anything that causes much shaking.”
“Poor girl,” Nullia said.
Trak withdrew as the pair began to exchange their experiences of the past few months. Valanna joined the two women and that left Trak alone. He retreated back to the edge of the flyer.
Misson took the place Valanna left behind. “Leave as soon as you can,” he said. “I wouldn’t wait until morning. It wouldn’t do for the General to try to restrain you. That would make things very awkward. You don’t have to worry about the friends you’ve left behind.” Misson slapped his hand on Trak’s knee. “Keep care, and always be aware of your surroundings, just like I taught you. Trust no one at first meeting, and I suggest that you be wary of all Toryans. You rely on yourself, all right? May we see each other again in friendly circumstances.” He slipped off the flyer and walked into the darkness.
Trak saw a rising full moon at the edge of the evening sky. That would be enough light to fly. He walked over to Neel, Tembul and Sirul, all hunched over a campfire of their own.
“Let’s leave as soon as you load your things on my flyer,” Trak said. “There might be some unpleasantness if we stay, according to Misson Dalistro. How long will you be?”
Neel shrugged. “We are all ready, waiting for the dawn. I’ll write some letters to send on our way to Kizru. Can we rely Toryan messengers that they will make it to our friends, Tembul?”
“If you make them short and unremarkable,” the Toryan said.
“Very well. There is no sense in drawing out our goodbyes, agreed?” Neel said.
Trak looked over to Valanna and sighed. “I guess not.”
Minutes later, Trak looked back as he made the wind pose, leaving his friends behind. He hadn’t been able to say anything to Ben or Kulara. Trak wished he could have spoken to Valanna long enough to mention his portfolio, but he knew when Asem expected to be in Amorim. Trak would do everything he could to meet up with them before he headed for his months-long journey to rescue a Toryan princess.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
~
“ABLE!” TRAK SAID AS HE ENTERED A SMALL HOUSE surrounded by a pretty garden. Fall was coming, but the plants still seemed to be thriving.
“Ah, Neel and Trak. You have arrived at last. I have been in a velvet prison, but,” Able grinned, “I have put my time to good use. We are now partners in a Kizru tavern selling Pestlan-style beer and ale.”
Neel laughed. “Are you sure ‘velvet’ is the right term to use for your prison?”
Able moved his head back and forth, as if he weighed Neel’s words. “No. I am locked up or under guard all day long, and it’s a bit tedious, but I’m not suffering at all. Sit. Tell me about your adventures. How did the war go? I guess the Loyalists must have won, since you are both here in one piece.” 
“Indeed we did,” Neel said. “Trak proved out the day and beat that Black Master behind it all in a magician’s duel. I’ve never seen such a thing in my life. Trak can tell you about it.” Neel smiled at Trak. “Honor was nearly killed, but she made it through. She’ll be recovering in Espozia, courtesy of Misson Dalistro. I never noticed it before, but there might be a soft spot in that crafty spy’s heart for my sister.”
Able slapped Neel on the shoulder. “No!” He laughed. “Valanna?” Able looked over at Trak.
Trak sighed. “She’s headed back to Warish. If I can get started quickly, I can meet her in Amorim.”
“I’ve been there once. Be on your toes, it can be a harsh place to do business, but it is the freest city you’ll find on the Pestlan continent,” Able said.
Neel nodded. “I haven’t had the pleasure to visit, but Ben’s right, Trak. When did Tembul say you could leave?”
“It depends on where Lenis is. Tembul seems to think he can convince the king to send Lenis, Sirul, him, and me to Bennin.”
“No ladies to escort the princess out?” Neel said.
Trak shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that.”
Neel put his arm on Trak’s shoulder. “You might want to think about it at some point.”
~
Two days later, Trak stood with Neel and Able at Able’s house. Trak had found out the evening before that Neel would have to join Able as a hostage in Able’s ‘velvet prison’ while Trak was away. His father seemed to take the news in stride. Trak set down in Able’s garden with Tembul, Sirul, and Lenis accompanying him in the flyer Able and Neel came out to talk to them. Guards stood just out of earshot.
“Let’s see? I am free to drink much better stuff than the swill they make in Kizru and Able, my best drinking partner, can join me whenever he wishes,” Neel said. “Don’t worry about us. As long as we aren’t mistreated, I can stay here as long as needed.”
Trak didn’t think Neel told him the truth, but he merely accepted his father’s words. At least Able shared his prison with a friend. 
“We leave right now from here,” Trak said. “We take the flyer south to a secret port the Toryans use. I’ll be blindfolded some of the time.” Trak shook his head. “Why are all of their cities some big secret?”
Neel shrugged his shoulders. “You think I know?”
Lenis gave an impatient snort. Trak figured that the Toryan wanted everyone to know he was present. Trak still found him an insufferable traveling companion, but he wasn’t in a position to complain, not with Able and Neel under guard.
He gave his two fathers a hug. Sirul shook Neel’s hand, as did Tembul. Lenis stood with his arms folded in the flyer, ignoring the farewell.
“At least I’ll have plenty of time to learn Toryan,” Trak said as he left his two fathers standing by the house.
Trak waved while Sirul blindfolded him, and then Tembul raised the flyer off the ground. 
~
They traveled for hours with Trak providing the propulsion, using verbal instructions from Tembul. Finally the blindfold was removed, and Tembul pointed out a clearing where they spent the night outside listening to Lenis’s constant grumbling. At least Trak didn’t understand a word Lenis said.
The next day Trak increased their speed until Tembul had him stop, high above the forest. They had to be deep into Colcan by now. 
Tembul pulled out a blindfold. “Follow my instructions. From here on you are not to know where you are going.”
Trak wasn’t allowed to remove the blindfold. When Tembul ordered Trak to descend, he pulled the blindfold off as the flyer met the ground. Trak blinked his eyes and looked around
Dark gray cliffs surrounded a small city that ran down to a dark sand shingle. Four piers jutted out into a larger than expected bay, still surrounded by the cliffs.
“A secret port,” he said.
“All that we do is secret,” Lenis said. Tembul translated as Lenis turned away from Trak.
“We stay the night. The tide goes out just before dawn. We have to be on that ship.” Trak followed Tembul’s finger towards a small vessel, hardly large enough to call a ship. “That will take us to Amorim. We should be there long enough to find another ship to take us all the way to Bennin. I am hopeful you can reunite with your girl.”
Trak shook his head. “Hardly my girl,” he said. “We’ve never been together for long, but I would like to spend a bit more time with her before we leave.”
“She is your girl, well enough, even if your paths never cross again,” Tembul said. “I sense a destiny for you both, connected, but perhaps not always together.”
Trak agreed. “Definitely not together.” He suddenly felt deflated. Any number of things might happen to cause either party to miss a possible rendezvous.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
~
TRAK WANDERED THE STREETS OF AMORIM in the pale morning night, beating his companions off the ship. They had put in before dawn. The few lonely lights that lit up the city, didn’t beckon, so Trak waited until the clear light of an early autumn day defined the features of the town.
He walked into the harbormaster’s messy office. 
“I wonder if Asem Ferezan arrived from Nikia in Santasia recently?” Trak said in Pestlan.
“Ah, Prince Asem? He graced us with his presence three days ago.” The harbormaster replied in broken Pestlan and squinted at Trak with suspicion in his eyes.
“I was with him in Santasia and am on my way to Bennin. He suggested that we should meet in Amorim before he continued on his way to Balbaam and I to Bennin.”
“You can find him at the palace. It is in the center of town. Tallest building. You can’t miss it.”
Trak bowed to the man and left. He quickly made his way through the streets of Amorim to the palace. The city was clean enough, but old. It reminded him a bit of the Ozitzian side of Espozia, but more affluent overall. He couldn’t really miss the palace. The walls shone in the golden light of dawn. 
He told a guard his name as they tried to communicate to each other, one in Warish and one in Pestlan. The man hustled Trak inside and handed him off to another Warishian, who dressed much better.
Trak looked around the room he had been shown. He had never been exposed to the trappings of the Warish, and the silk walls of sheer brightly-colored panels surprised him. He expected animal skins and even animals roaming around inside the palace. He sat down on a low couch, uncomfortable to him, and waited.
Asem, Kulara and Valanna entered the room after about an hour dressed quite differently than when he last saw them. Valanna and Kulara wore flowing silk dresses, and Asem appeared with polished brass armor bits over his own silk robes. Nothing fit tightly on any of them. To Trak, they all looked like they might be ready to retire for the evening.
“We were told a few moments ago after our breakfast that you had come,” Asem said. “I apologize for the servants’ lack of respect towards you.” He bowed to Trak, who still struggled to stand after sitting so low.
“My traveling companions are searching for a ship to take us to Bennin. They don’t expect a long wait, so I have limited time.”
Asem frowned. “Alas, we don’t either.” He pulled a scroll from the robe that he wore. “We have been commanded to leave for Balbaam this afternoon.”
Trak’s smile disappeared. He had built an expectation of a few days strolling in the sun on city streets with Valanna. That wouldn’t happen now.
Kulara took Valanna’s hand and Trak’s hand and joined them together. “You have the rest of the morning to talk. Please do so. Asem and I will make all of the travel preparations while you have a nice discussion. We will have a nice midday meal and then,” Kulara sighed, “we will return to the complexities of the Warishian court.”
Trak looked down at Valanna’s hand in his. He squeezed hers and she quickly withdrew her hand.
Valanna looked more flustered than she had on the battlefield. Her confidence seemed to have disappeared along with Trak’s high expectations.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “It appears that we always meet so we can part.” Valanna gave him a weak smile, but then she took his hand in both of hers. “I’m sorry that I did that. Would you sit?”
Trak looked at the low couch again and plopped down. Valanna still held his hand and made the effort appear much more graceful than he did.
“My trip to Santasia now seems more like a dream,” she said. Trak sensed discomfort and anxiety in her voice. “I have to return to my life.”
“Return to your life? You just had a number of adventures, and now it seems like a dream?” Trak felt frustrated. What happened to the spine of steel that he had noticed in Santasia? How could she have regressed so quickly? “Are you afraid to be back in Warish?”
Valanna looked into his eyes. “I lost my freedom the minute I stepped off of the ship,” she said. “Kulara knows how I feel.”
Trak furrowed his brow. “What do you feel?”
“I am afraid. Asem thought he could spend some time here to let us re-acclimate to the Ferezan culture, but it was not to be,” she said. “I have an audience with King Marom as soon as possible. One does not keep the king waiting unnecessarily.”
“But what about us?” Trak said, regretting his comment the instant he said it.
“There is no us. Can’t you see? Not now and maybe not ever. That was another delusion that Asem let fester inside me while away from here. Warish owns me. I’m not free like you are. I’m sorry, Trak.” Her eyes were beginning to water.
Trak struggled to stand. He rolled off of the cushions and onto the floor, and then hastily fought his way to his feet. Embarrassment and hurt seemed to overwhelm him. Trak didn’t know what to do or how to react, so retreat seemed to be the only path. “Then I have no expectations and no reason to stay.” He could hardly breathe. The last few minutes seemed like an awful nightmare. “Give my regards to Asem and Kulara.” He left Valanna sitting on the couch. 
Trak closed the door and heard Valanna burst into sobs. He wanted to return to her side and comfort her, but he felt so inadequate. What could he say? His mind went blank as he staggered out of the palace and fled back down to the docks. 
His dreams of reuniting with Valanna were shattered, and a shock of loneliness overwhelmed him as he dropped onto a bench, looking at the ships lined up waiting to go to sea. He instantly regretted giving her his portfolio, but he hadn’t the courage when he left to ask her to return it. He looked back at the palace and realized that he couldn’t end their relationship like this and rose to go back to Valanna.
Tembul ran up to him. “I’m glad you’re back. We’ve already transferred all our things. We found another ship and are leaving right now.” Tembul pulled Trak to his feet and led him to the large ship that would be his home for the months that would make up the voyage to Bennin. “I was told that we might have to wait up to a month if we don’t leave now.  Let’s go!” 
Tembul pulled Trak up from the bench and nearly dragged him over to a large ship busily preparing to leave port.
After he walked up the gangplank, he looked out over the city and stared at the large shining palace. Valanna might still be crying, for all he knew. He wiped away an errant tear of his own. 
They would both be gone from Amorim before midday, and in some awful twisted way that might be for the best.
~~~~~
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Excerpt from Book Three of the Power of Poses series
MAGICIAN IN CAPTIVITY
~
Trak woke up in the early morning on the hard floor of their building.  The sun hadn’t yet risen, but he could see well enough to notice that two of them had left their building.  He crawled over to Tembul.
“It looks like Paka and Lenis have left us,” he said.
Tembul rose from his comforter and looked around the room. “He has gone. The shelf holding his belongings is empty.” He stood over a still-snoring Sirul. “Follow me.”
They walked to the main building. A lamp burned at a desk inside.  Tembul leaned over the counter and called out.
“Where are two of those that accompanied us?” Tembul said in Pestlan.
The attendant stood, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. “They left in the middle of the night. The Benninese paid for your companion’s bond and then they departed. They said you were going to follow once you found work?” He spoke better Pestlan than Trak would have thought.
“We still are,” Tembul said. “We’d like to leave today. Are there any immediate openings in caravans heading south to Fukona?”
“Are you handy with weapons?”
Both Tembul and Trak nodded.
“Then you can always sign up as guards.  A caravan leaves at noon today, heading the city of Peskoa.  It is midway to Fukona and you can hook up with another caravan leaving for the capital from there.  That is the fastest way to catch up with your friends.”
“The Benninese accompanied Lenis?” Trak said.
The attended nodded his head. “He did indeed. Your friend paid his bond as his Bonniness companion showed up with a carriage loaded down with provisions. It is a perilous journey for two, but...” The man shrugged his shoulders. 
Trak looked at Tembul.  He looked as angry as Trak felt. Lenis had been holding out on them. They had pooled their funds prior to leaving Amorim, but obviously, Lenis had quite a bit held in reserve. One part of him gladdened to see him go and another part worried about Lenis’s motivation. What would prompt him to leave Trak and Tembul. At least, Sirul still could identify the Princess for them. Lenis had started a race to Fukona and Trak had given him a head start. In addition, they had to try to figure out what Paka’s role in all of this had become.
Tembul and Trak had to win because of Neel and Able. Trak’s biological and adoptive fathers were held in Kizru, guaranteeing Trak’s return with the Princess. He had no idea what would happen to them if Lenis showed up with the woman and they didn’t.
~
The caravan didn’t match Trak’s expectation. He expected a flamboyant caravan master and a host of vicious looking guards shepherding the merchants across dangerous lands. This gaggle of wagons didn’t seem to be anything other than a group of merchants gathering together to travel through the verdant countryside with abundant protection. One of the merchants had been tasked with hiring a few guards.
“Ah. You wish to help us on our way to Peskoa?” the rotund merchant asked. “Are you good with your weapons?”
The three of them all wore the swords they previously had wrapped up in their possessions, now that they would be used to get employment. “Yes, we are. Do you need to test us?” Trak said. He hoped he got all of the words out properly.
“No, no. The last few who traveled to Peskoa weren’t molested at all. I have a contract for each of you.  I will sign and you will sign, so you can obtain travel documents at your alien retention center.”
Track hadn’t been exposed to so many forms. Perhaps the lawyer who had handled his initial inheritance had to navigate through so many. Santasia didn’t operate on paperwork, but Bennin certainly seemed to.
They hurried back to the building where they had to leave their possessions hostage and exchanged both papers and coinage to get travel permits that would allow them to be in Bennin for six months.  Then they would have to provide more employment proof after that.
Once they had returned to the caravan assembly ground, they found the caravan loading up.
“Do we walk or ride horses or what?” Tembul said to the merchant.
“No horses. The merchants like the guards to help them drive. Closer protection,” the merchant said chuckling. We will also carry your possessions on the wagons. If you had horses, your pay would have been the same… close protection.” He smiled again and offered Tembul a ride.
An older woman, dressed in linen rather than silks walked up to Trak. “You can ride with me, boy, as long as you are good with that sword.”
Track grinned. “I am, and more.”
The woman’s visage darkened. “Don’t tell me what ‘more’ is. Stow your possessions on the fourth wagon and take the reins. I’ll join you as soon as I’ve had a word with your merchant friend.”
Trak’s smile slid from his face. He really had no idea what he had said to offend the woman. Perhaps he pronounced ‘more’ incorrectly. He walked back and climbed up on the wagon.  Sirul waved to him as he put his gear in the wagon just ahead of Trak’s. He looked back at the curving line of wagons and saw men and women wearing swords on most of the other wagons and every so often he noticed a mounted guard or two.
Not all of the merchants were as confident as the one who had contracted with them. Maybe the woman who had taken him would give him a more accurate idea of what dangers he rode into.
She returned to the wagon. Her face didn’t look very happy. She grunted a greeting and nodded as Sirul’s wagon began to roll.
“How long to Peskoa?” Trak said.  The woman didn’t reply and looked off on her side, avoiding his gaze and his question.
He hadn’t handled a wagon since his first escape from Santasia, but he had plenty of practice at Able’s inn, The Blunted Sword in Greenbrook.  Pestle seemed so far away in space and time at the moment, but the feel for the reins soon came back and he settled in for the ride.
They spent the next hour riding through the inhabited fringe of Homika with its fields and farms. They passed shops in clusters, hugging the road as they continued.
“Get your papers ready,” the woman said. “The city gate is just ahead.” She began to rummage around inside an old leather satchel that sat between her feet. Trak’s papers were still safe inside the pocket of his coat.
Trak looked up from watching the horses follow Sirul’s wagon and noticed the stone wall jutting up ten paces high. He had never seen a wall that enclosed farms before. If the city thought it needed to protect its farms, then Bennin didn’t seem very safe. The caravan might be a better mode of transportation than the carriage that Lenis had taken after all.
~
Valanna Almond watched the shore of the Pusuun River from the carriage that clattered on the cobbled road from Amorim to Balbaam. Much of the ride had been in sheer misery. How could she have let Trak leave the Ferezan palace like he did? Kulara had not been kind as she gave her opinion of how Valanna had botched up their reunion.
She had to agree with Asem’s second wife. She had been so distraught when they landed in Amorim. Asem warned her that it didn’t matter what she did in Santasia when she set foot in Warish. Women weren’t respected and Valanna had made the mistake to forget.
By the time Trak had shown up, her confidence had shriveled and she behaved poorly. Valanna didn’t blame Trak for his behavior. She realized, once they were on the road after seeing his ship dwindle as it sailed out to sea, that she might have acted exactly the same way.  The fact that he was gone for six months or more only made matters worse.  She couldn’t exactly send him a letter of apology.
She sighed after a large bump in the road, there were many along this stretch of shore, and realized that she likely had seen the last of him. She wiped away a tear of sorrow, one of many in the past and there were likely more to come in the future.
“Don’t be so sad,” Asem said. “You are both young and neither of you are tied down to a single location. I imagine Trak will intrude on your life some time in the future. I rather look forward to it.” He turned to Kulara at his side. “Don’t you?”
Kulara pursed her lips. “She will hurt for sometime, Asem.” She punched her husband in the shoulder. “You insensitive beast.”
Asem let a smile drift across his face. “But I am your beast.”
“I am, for better or worse.”
“Oh, it’s always better.”
Valanna looked up and smiled. Their banter had long since ceased to shock her, but it always lightened Valanna’s heart. “I’m better for now.”
“For a different reason,” Kulara said.
She nodded. “Yes, for a different reason. I’ll have to school myself with patience.”
Asem narrowed his eyes. “Always a good practice.”
Valanna sensed the serious turn in his words and nodded again to him. “I’m not looking forward to Balbaam,” she said.
Asem cleared his throat. “Neither am I.” He pulled out the instructions that had hastened their departure from Amorim and waved it in the air. “This worries me principally because of the unknown implications. I wish I had made contact in Amorim.”
Kulara put her hand on Asem’s wrist. “And Valanna wishes she had made better contact in Amorim.”
“Two failures,” Asem said, looking at his wife.
“Don’t look at me, I didn’t do anything wrong.”
Asem raised the side of his mouth into half of a smile. “Not this time.”
~
 Trak twisted back to look at the gate. The end of the caravan had just passed by. He looked at his traveling companion. “I’m Trak Bluntwithe, by the way.” He couldn’t extend his hand or even give her a proper bow, holding onto the reins.
“Mori Tamoda.” She narrowed her eyes. “Do you have Bennin blood in you?”
“I’m from Pestle, not Torya like my companions.”
“Pestle,” Mori said, her eyes unfocused a little as she thought. “So you don’t do magic? All Toryans are magicians.”
The way she said magic gave Trak pause. “Not all Toryans are. Why do you ask?”
“Magic is forbidden in Bennin, except for the high born.”
Trak would have to have words with Sirul and Tembul as soon as he could. Why did the Toryans send him to Bennin if they had prohibited magic? Nothing made sense to him at this point. Didn’t the Princess practice magic? Sirul had said so, but then she was high born and Trak certainly wasn’t.
“Are magicians forbidden in Bennin or the practice of magic?” Trak ventured to ask.
“The practice, but what magician doesn’t use magic?  I see that all three of you carry swords, so you might not be magicians, eh?”
“I am reasonably adept with a sword,” Trak said.  “What are the chances I’ll be showing you how good I am?”
“Very high.” Mori turned her head towards the forest. Nothing grew within a few hundred paces of the wall.
“That’s not what the merchant who hired us said.”
Mori grunted. “Why tell you that your lives might be in danger if he didn’t have to?”
The Benninese had a flexible relationship with the truth, it seemed. He had seen nothing but duplicity and now he didn’t know if he should believe Mori’s indication that their trip would be very dangerous. But then why make the trip if it might cost lives? His conversation with Mori only left him confused and that might not be very safe either.
Neither of them said much of anything else until they entered a large clearing in the lush forest. Trak made his way to Tembul, with Sirul in tow. “The practice of magic is forbidden.”
Tembul looked over Sirul’s shoulder at the circle of wagons. “Paka told us we couldn’t use flyers. Now we know why. I don’t need magic to travel in this land.”
“Nor I,” Sirul said.
“High Born can,” Trak said. “That probably means Lenis.” Just his name sliding across his lips seemed distasteful to Trak.  He glanced at Sirul. “Aren’t you a noble?”
“Barely. I’m cousin to the Princess, but with irregularities in regards to parentage,” Sirul said. “How could I prove royal blood anyway?”
“What about Lenis?” Trak said.
“Lenis?” Tembul laughed. “How could anyone mistake the man’s arrogance filled action for anything else?”
Trak could only nod in agreement. “We should practice when we are settled for the night, just to show these people that we really do know how to use our weapons. Mori knows that Toryans practice magic. In fact, she thinks all Toryans do.”
Sirul chuckled. “I am glad we do not.”
Tembul grinned. “As for swordplay, I will be glad for it. I’d rather be walking than riding, anyway, so the exercise will do me some good.”
Trak left his companions and returned the Mori’s wagon. “Is there anything I can do to help you get ready for night?”
She looked at him sideways as she fussed with a box. “Can you cook?”
That wasn’t Trak’s strong point, but he knew enough, having done his share of stew-making at Able’s inn. “I don’t know how to use your spices. From the smells in Homika, you cook differently than in Pestle.”
“Watch me tonight. I will loosen my tongue if you help me with the meals. I sell my food to other merchants while we travel. You might make a few more coins. Your Toryan money is not well received in Bennin.”
Trak nodded. “We’ve already found that out.”
She shrugged and pulled out bags of food. “Note the spices. They are used in much the same proportion for all of our meals.”
Trak didn’t know the Bennin word for stew, so he just watched her work. It appeared that they ate rice as their staple. Santasians ate more noodles and in Pestle, potatoes were most popular.  Trak had made a few rice dishes, so cooking the grain didn’t daunt him.
Mori handed him a large pot. “Water, two thirds the way up.  The stream is over that way,” she pointed into the woods with her chin. Trak noticed others heading in that direction.
He returned lugging the pot. “Now what?”
Mori ignored all he said while Trak concentrated on what she used and how much as she cooked the rice in the large pot and then removed the rice with a strainer, saving the water to throw vegetables dried meat and herbs and spices into the pot. She would only answer Trak’s questions on what herbs she used.
Trak sampled the soup, since it was too watery for stew, every step of the way, trying to remember how the taste progressed.
When she finally put the top of the lid on the pot, the sun began to set and a surprising large line of caravaners began to form.
“Serve. One ladle of each,” Mori said.
Trak began to dispense the food until the line ended.  He looked down into the pot and found perhaps a quarter of the soup left.
“You may feed yourself and your two companions after you have served me,” Mori said. “There should be just enough.
After he had finished, he sat down with his two Toryan companions with his food. Amazingly there was less than two servings left. Mori knew how to control portions.
“Different, but good,” Sirul said.
“Nourishing,” Tembul said without enthusiasm, but Trak noticed how quickly he finished the meal.
Trak took his friends’ bowls to Mori. “Do I clean up?”
She nodded and gave him instructions on how to do it the Benninese way. He couldn’t tell the difference between Pestle and Bennin methods of scouring two pots.
Although Trak nearly succumbed to using the dishwashing pose that he learned in the Espozia Magicians Guild, he still finished soon enough and returned the two large pots to Mori.
She squinted at the pots in the darkness and grunted. “Fine enough. Cook the same thing tomorrow morning,” she said after she had stowed her cooking utensils.  Trak rolled out his blankets next to her cooking fire.  Tembul and Sirul ended up joining him and so ended his first half day on his journey to Beniko.
~~~
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Characters, Locations, Countries
in Magician in Exile
 
Characters
 
Pestlans
Able Bluntwithe - Innkeeper of the shabby, out-of-the-way inn  The Blunted Sword  Trak’s adoptive father 
Trak Bluntwithe - Son of Able and biological son of Neel Cardswallow.
Neel Cardswallow – Known publically as a ne’er do well.  Has always come and gone from The Blunted Sword. 
Honor Fidelia - Mage.  Black hair with a coppery strand. Served as a spy for Santasia in Pestledown and fled with Trak to Santasia where she was a double spy for Colcan.
Galinda Youngblood - Trak’s Mother and Neel’s wife. Daughter of the magician that made the mistake, banishing magic from Pestle, leading to the Warish insinuation. Not a character in the books
Esmera Walkalot - innkeeper of The Looking Inn. 
Valanna Sleekbottle (Almond) – A Pestlan living in Balbaam, Warish. Spy for Warish in Pestledown.
Harl Crustwillow, King of Pestle.
 
Santasians
Misson Dalistro - Geography and History Tutor for Trak and Val. Spy for Santasia.
Captain Glasanda - master of the ship ownded by the Dalistros that brought Trak to Espozia
Ferano - a sailor that worked with Trak
Arman Gio - Swordmaster to the school of the nobles in Espozia and Trak’s sword instructor.
Sereni Barazzi - Madame Barazzi, a courtesan hired  by Misson Dalistro in Espozia to give Trak manners lessons as well as lessons on how to be comfortable in Court.
Senior Garono Dalistro - head of Santasian Council. Father of Misson. Senior is the title of the Council leader.
Master Borega - A mid-blue master in the Santasian Magicians Guild
Mistress Nullia - A high Purple Master, instrumental in Trak’s first escape from the Magicians Guild. A double spy like Honor.
Adolphus Niamo - Military leader of the Loyalist Santasian forces.
Bonigo - A Purple magician and leader of the Moziran guild.
Lieutenant Navino - Military head of Valanna’s expeditionary unit.
Sanda Pillora - Rebel, masquerading as a Loyalist in the city of Teraviza
Colonel Mirona - Leader of the Eastern Santasian military force
Captain Liasta - Liaison with the Far Eastern army attached to Colonel Mirona’s staff.
 
Warishians
Nez Ferez - A prince of Warish, killed in book one by Neel’s machinations.
Asem Ferez - A third cousin to the king and one of his tribe. Former fighter and now spy for King Marom
Marom Ferez - King of the Warish - Leader of the Warish Tribes.
Ferezan - Tribe of Nez of whom Asem and the King are members.
Kulara - Asem’s second and most favorite wife. She is adept in magic and ends up mentoring Valanna.
 
Colcanans
Berin Titrius - Friend of Asem
Willing Nomia - A Dean
Service Nomia (Benium or Ben) – Willing Nomia’s father  and a retired Innovator, the highest level of magic in Colcan.
Sunbeam - Colcanan double agent in Goriza. 
Rasia Menta - Scout leader at Bitrium and Honor’s friend.
 
Toryans
Tembul - Toryan scout leader
Lenis - Toryan noble. Has relationship with abducted Princess. Antagonist
Sirul - Young Toryan officer.  Assigned as army liaison and becomes friends w/Trak
King Basiul - Elected king of the Eastern Toryans.
 
Kandannans
Gamaru - Kandannan wizard at the advanced army camp
 
 
Countries
 
Torya 
Small Indigenous race to the Covansian continent.  Reclusive and confined to the Mountainous forests that cling to the borders of Colcan, Santasia and Kandanna. Stronger in magic, not perceived as civilized. Horrid reputation, but looked on as bogeymen. Natural culture, not aggressive, but will defend their lives and families. 
 
Santasia
Large fertile country.  The culture is like a Spanish-Italian mix with people with that kind of appearance. Warm, more hot-blooded. Less magical, but its guild will absorb any magician. Ruled by a Council, appointed from aristocracy and elected headed by the Senior.
 
Colcan
Emotionally controlled, rigid, land with many magicians. Ruled by a Board of Deans from Bitrium, it’s capital and learning center. Very democratic, but paranoid about invasion from the Santasians. People are slightly lighter complected than the Santasians, but from the same basic stock.
 
Kandanna
Outside of the forests on the mountains separating Kandanna from Santasia, an arid land. Much less farming, but more livestock. The country is ruled by an aristocratic bureaucracy.
Pestle
Kingdom. Is deteriorating due to a very weak king and the increasingly subversive activities of the Warishians. Magic is outlawed and its practice merits a sentence of death. Once a place of strong magicians.
 
Warish
A kingdom recently taken over by desert people (the Ferezan begin the ruling tribe). Arid land, mostly desert except along the Pusuun River which is like the Nile in Egypt. More of a middle-eastern style civilization. Not much magic among the people. 
 
Torya - Continent of Colcan, Santasia Kandanna, also the region that the Toryans claim as their own territory
 
Cokasan- current name of the Toryan continent.
 
 
Norland - Country to the north of Santasia. Not highly civilized, but not fans of the Warishians. Magic is permitted, but very few magicians are willing to live in the harsh conditions.
 
Bennin- Asian style country below the equator.  Exotic culture, but recently open to magic. Less power flows in the south.
 
Vashta– Continent far to the east of Cokasan
 
Locations
 
Pestle 
Herring’s Bone - A small port by the sea, a day’s walk from Trak’s village.
Greenbrook - Trak’s very small home village
Pestledown - Capital city of Trak’s country
 
Warish

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