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Author’s Note
 
Each of the four Warstone books hasa distinct storyline and flavor. InSunstone | Dishonor’s Bane, we go to the group of islands that make up Roppon. Taking their culture from feudal Japan, I’ve cobbled together some actual Japanese names and some that I made up. If I came up with naughty or inappropriate Japanese words for my names, please forgive me.
 
Like Japan and China, the Ropponi culture in the book is hidebound in tradition and ruled by a bureaucracy. The main character’s journey is, to some extent, an act of rebellion against that structure.
 
You will notice that scenes at the end of the book begin to interleave with parts of theMoonstone | Magic That Binds. That is intentional. This story takes place at roughly the same time as theMoonstoneandBloodstone. The dialogue is much the same as in other volumes of the quartet, but the point of view is that of Shiro, the main character. In the next volume,Bloodstone | Power of Youth, there are more of these scenes as the separate stories begin to blend together into the same epic war against the dark lord, Daryaku of Dakkor. The first chapter is included in this edition.
 
I hope you enjoy all four of the books.
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Sunstone
Dishonor’s Bane


CHAPTER ONE
~
THE DAWN BARELY LIGHTENED THE BLACK SKY, as Shiro slapped his arms around his body trying to stay warm in the pre-morning chill. He guided his cart by holding the harness on little Hoku, his donkey, along the dirt track leading to the village of Koriaki. The elders held market day twice a week now that the harvests began to roll in. Shiro’s hard work on his farm would bring a handsome return like it always did.
Today would be exceptional, but not in a good way, for he had just passed an encampment of sorcerers nestled in among a copse of trees. Only a few of their guards had risen and he could smell the sweet odors of sapwood smoke as a few gray tendrils had begun to reach across to the road. He had used sapwood to start his own fires, just for the dusky fragrance.
Everyone had heard about the testing, but Shiro had never seen the ceremony in all of his twenty-six years and if he didn’t see the testing for another fifty years or more, he’d be thrilled. The Emperors long ago had decreed that all men should be tested, but sorcerers took decades to get around to all of Roppon, especially to the North Isle where Shiro lived. Most men in the North had less capacity for magic compared to their more southerly brethren, but these men encamped out of the village still sought to find those with exceptional Affinity. 
Shiro didn’t quite know how these men, with their colored silk robes and towering hats defined the word Affinity. He knew of the stories of lines of power running underground that sorcerers tapped to exercise their magical capabilities. The thought of turning around and heading back home tempted him. He would avoid all of the nonsense, but he looked back at all of his produce and didn’t want his efforts to go to waste.
The sun barely peeked over the low hills as Shiro guided his cart into the village. He breathed in the smells, some good, and some bad. Shiro didn’t know if he liked living among others so closely, as a benefit or a punishment, as he guided his donkey and cart along the roughly cobbled road, looking at the familiar structures. The colorful banners and awnings hadn’t yet been put out, making the village look a bit dull. That would all change in an hour when the market opened.
He took his long black hair and tied it into a topknot, as best he could. The elders demanded tidy hair on market day. Shiro struggled with his topknot’s final touches, while he began to walk over the uneven cobbles. 
He reached his destination and removed Hoku’s harness. As soon as he arrived at the wall of an inn that faced the square, a stableboy ran out of the inn and led Hoku away. The village permitted no dray animals in the square once the market day had started. Shiro didn’t mind as he pushed and pulled the wagon, positioning it just right at his favorite spot, relieved that no one had claimed it before him. 
He arranged his produce and fruit after he dropped one side of his wagon and sat down on the pillow his late wife had made just for market day. Shiro wished she still came with him and their two children. Dari would have been old enough to help sit with him by now. He sighed. At least the fever had spared Shiro while it took his family two years ago this month. Sometimes he wished he had left this world with them.
The sun began its march across the square, beginning at the far end. Shiro’s cart sat against the shaded three-story wall of the inn. His first customer, as always, was the innkeeper. The man generally beat the other innkeepers and food shops to his spot and bought the best of his produce. Wood-soled sandals began to clatter across the cobbles of the square as more vendors set up their wares, drawing the customers out from the houses in the village and the shops that lined the square. 
Everyone paused as the tinkling of sorcerers’ tambourines and the harsh braying of flat horns announced the procession of sorcerers reaching Koriaki. Soldiers of the Emperor Fukunu, Eleventh Emperor of the Mottoku Dynasty rode into the square, ordering some of the vendors out to clear a space for the testing. The procession consisted of ten sorcerers and as many soldier-guards. They were followed by a larger line of children playing at being soldiers, sorcerers and danced along playing imaginary instruments.
Curious villagers began to gather as the sorcerers began to set up a testing line. 
The horns and tambourines, nearly flat plates with metal tassels trailing from the disks, mounted so they would only touch when the pole that held them hit against the ground, brought a smile to Shiro’s lips. Did these men realize how stupid they looked? The village band played with melodious flutes, kotos and drums. The sorcerers only made harsh, raucous sounds. It fit them, somehow.
“You there. Up,” a soldier said as he gathered men from the village. He made Shiro stand. “Let me see your wrist.”
Shiro showed him the unadorned wrist of his left hand. His wrist didn’t have the little indigo dot tattoo that indicated a man tested and found wanting. Maybe he should have put one there to rid himself of the bother.
“Get in line. All males over fifteen years must be tested.”
Dari would have been excited, but even now the boy would only have been six years old. Sorrow tinged Shiro’s sigh, as he rearranged his produce, not too surprised that he had just about sold it all. He’d count it a good day if he could beat the sun to his spot before his cart had emptied. He sold the best produce in the village and made the most money. His success brought him few friends in Koriaki, and he didn’t care while his family lived, but now when he came into the village for a meal and some rice wine, few called him over to join them at their table and old friendships changed, now that he lived all alone.
The guard left to find other blank wrists and life returned to the market as the priest prepared for the testing. Shiro ignored them all until he finished selling all he had. Despite the hubbub associated with the sorcerers, he still beat the sun to his sold-out cart. Whistling an aimless tune, he took his place at the back of a long line. He patiently shuffled along with a few hundred other unfortunate souls. 
Few were older than Shiro, but he did spot a gray head quite a ways further up in line. Most of those in line, teenage boys, jumped and fidgeted, excited about the big day. Shiro just folded his arms and waited. By the time he made it up to the testing tables, he looked at the sun. He’d be halfway back to his farm or enjoying a nice lunch at the inn that lent him its wall if the sorcerers hadn’t come to spoil his day.
“You!” a skinny young sorcerer with a squeaky voice and a bad complexion said, breaking Shiro from his reverie. “Name!” The rude boy must be right from Boriako, the capital. Bureaucrats all over Roppon, felt they were better than everyone else, but those from the Emperor’s city had a highly developed talent for irritating commoners like him.
“Shiro of Koriaki Farm #22.” All farms were named for the village or town and numbered. “At your service!” he stood up at attention, hoping his antics would get him kicked out of line, but the scrawny boy’s eyes lit up.
“I wish there were more with your kind of respect.”
Shiro heard a few of the men behind him chuckle, but he kept a smile off of his own face.
“Next table.” The sorcerer scrawled Shiro’s name and residence on two flattened scraps of bamboo used to slide into woven frames that would make up a scroll of bamboo slats tied together. The scraps were called scroll sticks. The young man took one and slid it into a long scroll with the sticks of those previously tested. Shiro wondered what possible use such a scroll would have. A guard took the second stick and handed to the next sorcerer. The mysteries of the bureaucracy only held his attention for a moment.
Shiro shuffled over to the next table. This one looked bored while he repeated what the first sorcerer said, reading from the identity stick.
“Grab the orb.” How many times in this man’s life had he said those very words? Hundreds of thousands? Shiro couldn’t imagine anyone saying it with less enthusiasm.
He picked up the ball of pale blue glass the size of an orange. The test. Now the man would give him words to say. If it glowed brightly enough, then he would be drafted into the Sorcerer’s guild. Shiro snorted. He’d soon be riding behind Hoku, back to his farm. Shiro had no shortage of things to do, since he had to farm alone. Chances were the sorcerers wouldn’t find a single candidate. He understood that such talent was rare this far north.
“Say ‘Piki, Paki, Poki’ and try to throw power into the ball.”
Shiro hadn’t heard of this aspect of the test. Throw power into the ball? How would he do that? He held the ball for a moment. He wondered if it would be like the nurturing thoughts he always projected at his crops? 
Shrugging he said the magic words, “Piki, Paki, Poki.” He closed his eyes and thought of the ball as a fruit hanging from one of his trees. He couldn’t help but smile at the stupidity of it all.
“Look!” the sorcerer said. 
Shiro heard similar exclamations and opened his eyes. He had to squint at the brilliant orange light that emanated from the globe he held in his hand. Shiro had to concentrate not to drop it. To him it looked like gazing into the sun and then the ball began to shimmer like a fire and flames began to lick up the side. Shiro couldn’t feel any heat, so he gently put the ball down and frowned as the illusion dissipated. He found he couldn’t breathe as he realized he could power the ball. Power. Coming to Koriaki today had been a major mistake.
The bored sorcerer no longer looked bored at all. In fact, the man looked excited. “Never seen that before. Pick it up again and let’s see the flames!”
Shiro repeated the spell and thought of oranges and then flames again, just as he had before. This time he kept his eyes open and found that he could extinguish the image of flames just by thinking about it. He easily returned the globe to its normal appearance before setting it down. The villagers drew back away from him. 
He just shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry.” His stomach felt like an empty pit.
The sorcerer looked at Shiro’s scroll stick. “Shiro of Koriaki #22, you have two months to arrange your affairs and show up at the doorstep of the guild in Boriako. Failure to arrive on time is a capital offense. All sorcerers must dispose of their families. That means divorce. Find a good husband for your wife.”
“Family is dead.” Shiro said, not wanting to, but he didn’t want to hear the rest. “I’ll sell the farm. Plenty of farmers want it.” 
His head spun with the command. How could this be? No farm? No Koriaki? His life had just ended. He never suspected that he had any kind of Affinity. If power made the ball glow, then Shiro seemed to have plenty of it and that wasn’t a good thing.
Before they let him go, he had to endure a long lecture what his new life entailed. Training as an apprentice in Boriako. His life was no longer his own. The emperor had called him into service. He listened, but with a sick feeling in his stomach. A soldier tattooed two dots on his wrist, dark blue and red. A black wavy line went underneath them both. He glanced at a sorcerer’s tattoo. Two blue dots and a straight line underneath. “What does this wavy line mean?”
“All you need to know is that you are the property of the Sorcerer’s Guild now,” the guard said. Shiro’s newly discovered power hadn’t any effect on the soldier’s derisive tone.
He walked in a daze towards his cart and began to fold up his tarps to get ready for the trip home. He relied on the constant routine of doing the same thing a hundred times as his mind still spun. Shiro looked down at the angry red welts and the tattoos that made them.
“Not good news, is it?” The innkeeper said walking up to him. “Come into the inn.”
Shiro finished up and walked into the entry court of the inn and removed his wooden sandals and stepped up onto the floor. The innkeeper escorted him to a table. The innkeeper and his wife sat down to treat Shiro to lunch. “We will miss you,” the innkeeper’s wife said. He could hear the sorrow in her voice. It didn’t match the grief in his heart.
Shiro laughed, but he didn’t feel very jovial. “You’ll miss the best of my produce. I know the reason you let me use your wall on market day is so you don’t have to walk so far to pick my best stuff.”
The wife tittered and covered her mouth with a hand. “You have me there, Shiro.”
“Intrigue. Bureaucracy. Greed. Selfishness,” Shiro said, waving at the bitterness that threatened to consume him. “It all makes the Ropponi life so rich.” They both laughed. Complaints about the relentless Ropponi bureaucracy and their petty dealings had livened many of their conversations, but never had they hit so close to Shiro.
The innkeeper’s face took on a look of seriousness. “You’ve heard the stories about the guild?”
Shiro had never even talked much about the Sorcerer’s Guild and shook his head. He gazed at his new tattoos, which still hurt.
“I hear only half of those that pass the test survive their first year or two. They can get culled,” the innkeeper said.
“Culled or killed?” Shiro said draining the rest of his cup of wine.
“Same thing, probably. There are always evil rumors, where the Guild is concerned. In my opinion, peril is in store for those who walk the road to Boriako. Few have ever left our village, but we’ve heard enough stories from our customers through the years. Take care of yourself, Shiro.” The innkeeper’s wife steered the conversation to village gossip.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWO
~
SHIRO LOOKED BACK AT HIS ORDERLY FARM while he waited for his ride out of Koriaki. He’d been able to harvest much of his produce and sell it. There were still a few crops to be brought in. Those were added to the sales price of his home. He had grown up on that farm and when his parents died, he married soon after and began another life in the same house. He sighed and wondered if he’d ever see his farm or Koriaki again. 
He sold his father’s sword, last of all. He really didn’t want to let it go, but he didn’t want any sorcerers in Boriako to get it after a possible culling. The weapon reminded him of his dead father. He practiced with or against that sword every day from age ten with his father, and on his own after he died. However, after his oldest son passed away along with the rest of his family, practicing his forms by himself every single day had become a chore. He had no one to leave the sword to. His father and mother had never talked about relatives on Roppon Isle.
A sigh passed his lips. His father had taught him so much. He couldn’t help but shake his head. So much of his past had centered on that weapon and the Guild would erase his past. Best to leave such memories behind. Shiro had little confidence that he could.
He heard the clip-clop of a mule and soon a cart rolled up. Shiro hopped on the fully loaded cart that his neighbor’s slave brought up to the little lane that led past Koriaki Farm #22. Every stick of furniture, every tool, every morsel of food… gone to the highest bidder. He even had to sell Hoku and that felt like selling his family into slavery. The satchel at his side held two changes of clothes and the price of his farm in the Emperor’s coin underneath the false bottom.
He grabbed a last look at the old farmstead, the house with one real glass window in the front door, barn and storage shed as the cart turned the corner into the woods. The best farm in Koriaki faded from view. Someone else’s farm. Shiro’s big sigh caused the driver to turn around in his seat.
“That a sigh of relief or the end of a prayer?” Kinoru said. He had a friendly, if rumpled, face of a peasant perhaps ten years older than Shiro. Kinoru had done something wrong in his youth and had become a slave. He toiled as a peasant on his neighbor’s farm. His neighbor would rent Kinoru out to him from time to time and Shiro had appreciated the help when he needed another set of sturdy hands.
“I really don’t know. Today is a day of sighs. In five years, I may look back and think it otherwise.”
“Well, it isn’t everybody that’s picked by the Sorcerer’s Guild.”
“Nor is it everybody that makes it through the apprentice years of the Guild alive.”
“Ah, that be the rumors, Shiro. But you’ve still got your youth.” Kinoru said
Youth, he thought. Twenty-six years old. Two kids and a wife dead before him. A farm worked by one man alone for two years. The tension of the last ten days wore Shiro out and yet; he admitted to himself, the tedium of solitary farming had been taxing. 
He had made his farm prosper. It still took backbreaking work, but he produced the best of what ever he grew. His vegetables and fruit sold at higher prices than all the others at market and his oranges were always larger. He’d often get up in the morning and see branches cut from his orange orchard; knowing farmers would try to graft his branches onto their trees. The Gods blessed him with the ability to coax more out of the plants than anyone else in the village, but he suspected his green thumb just might be a manifestation of his power. If that were the case, then the new owner would be sorely disappointed.
He jumped off the cart at the next village and pressed a steel coin into Kinoru’s hand.
“Thank you, old friend. I’ll always think of you.”
Kinoru laughed. “Me? I’m just a peasant, not even a noble farmer such as yourself.”
“You’re still a man I admire, Kinoru. Good luck and good bye.” Shiro’s old life seemed to instantly disappear. He nodded at his friend for the last time and bounded into the dark recesses of the inn.
The innkeeper looked at the cart and then at Shiro. “You have the money to stay the night?”
Shiro showed his tattoo to the owner and let the man examine the new identity stick, given to him by the sorcerers. He now had six weeks to get to Boriako and an unlimited amount of funds to do so. With his identity stick came a chop, a little cylinder with the carved symbol of the Sorcerer’s guild. When the chop was dipped in red ink and stamped on a document, any government office would repay the holder. It gave Shiro the ability to draw on the guild for lodging, meals, and transportation. He took advantage of that by taking the best room and slept in late. 
He procured a horse from the inn and set off east towards Boriako, the capital city on Roppon Isle. The journey would take a month, including the long ferry ride from North Isle to Roppon proper. Shiro had never been on a large boat. He didn’t know if he looked on such a ride as an adventure or a curse.
Four nights later, Shiro stood at the entrance to a ramshackle inn nestled in the midst of a stand of woods. The thatched roof seemed to be in disrepair. The paper windows had plenty of holes. The place was likely filled with drafts.
“Newly tested, eh?” the proprietor, a tall woman, walked out to greet him. She had frizzy gray hair that she let grow in long waves, unusual for Ropponi who typically wore their hair straight. Tradition called for women to bind theirs up in large loops wrapped around their heads and men to arrange their long hair into topknots.
“I am. The only one chosen from my village,” Shiro said. He would prefer to stay quiet about his predicament, but the woman must have noticed the redness around his tattooed wrist as soon as he dismounted.
“Let me see that,” she said, grasping his left arm. “You rarely see the wavy line or a red dot. That means you tested out at a very high level. Much Affinity.” Her head bobbed in a knowing fashion.
“What is Affinity, really?” Shiro said. “I’m new to all of this.”
“Farmer, by your clothes. There aren’t too many nexuses in the northwest, so Affinity isn’t brought out in folks quite so much as in the rest of Roppon. In the South Isle, you would have exhibited power early on. You wouldn’t mistake it for anything else.”
She used the term and Shiro still didn’t quite know what she meant by the term nexus.
The woman seemed to sense Shiro’s question. “Nexuses are like water springs. They are conduits of the earth’s energy that bubble up to the surface. Roppon has more than all other continents on Goriath combined. There is an emergence of the nexus just to the north of here.”
Shiro frowned. These nexuses must be the power lines in the earth. He headed south to Boriako, but thought he might want to see what a nexus looked like. “What do these nexuses do?”
“You recharge your magical powers more quickly.” She shrugged.
“So if I used up my magic, a nexus would make me more powerful?”
The woman shook her head. “Never more powerful. Your Affinity allows you to only absorb so much and then your power is full. When you use magic, your power is depleted and you’ll feel tired and your abilities degrade. The nexus will top that up, just like filling up a water jar.”
Shiro finally understood. “How far? I’d like to see this nexus.”
“Heading for Boriako? The nexus is to the north—” 
“North is the opposite direction of where I need to go in the morning,” Shiro said. The feeling of disappointment inside surprised him.
The woman gave him a look of curiosity. “It’s about an hour or so north of here. I’ll give you instructions in the morning. When you reach a big meadow, you’ll see an outcropping of orange rocks. The nexus is underneath them. From there, head northeast to the port of Hoksaka. If you looked at a map, it would seem longer. If you end up taking a ship to Boriako from Hoksaka, you’ll arrive at your guild nearly a week faster than traveling south and taking a ferry to Roppon Isle.”
Shiro went out to the back of the inn to use the latrine and the well to wash. He walked back in to find a meal waiting for him. He found the food fresh and delicious and wondered why the inn didn’t enjoy more popularity.
“You’re not that far out of the way. You’re a good cook. I’d expect more travelers to stay here.”
The innkeeper laughed, more of a cackle really. “I don’t need many customers to be happy. More travelers, more work. Those who I like, get my best cooking for free. Those I don’t…” she shrugged and then grinned.
“You like me?” Shiro said taking another bite.
The grin disappeared. “Promise that you will seek my inn should you ever need shelter of any kind on the Northern Isle.” The woman took on a look of deadly seriousness. “A person like you may need friends outside the guild at some point in your career.” She flashed half of a grin Shiro’s way and winked. “If you survive.”
“I intend on surviving and I won’t forget your offer.” He smiled. Why would he ever need shelter if he headed for a life at the Boriako guildhouse? Shiro nodded to promise, so he considered that as cheap payment for the very good meal.
Shiro headed north the next day, stopping by a stream near the road to fill his empty waterskins. He wandered north for a while and found the track the woman had suggested. He nearly lost his way through a forest as he ascended into coastal hills and threaded through a rocky gully and stopped. Below him lay a large green valley with little pockets of woods. 
He picked his way down the trail and enjoyed just riding through the place. He stopped at the rocky outcropping and could feel a buzz in his mind. Hobbling his horse, so it could pick it’s way through the wild grain stalks that littered the meadow; he climbed up on the rocks and sat down. The buzzing continued and he closed his eyes. 
So this must be a nexus. He felt the power flow through him and automatically hummed until his tone matched the buzzing, and then he could feel his body expand as it never had. Could this be the recharging that the old innkeeper had talked about? It must be. 
He spent the rest of the day camped in the meadow, still trying to come to some understanding of why he had power. The buzz from the nexus kept him awake so he had to move further away to sleep for the night. In the morning he sat back up on the rock and hummed the tune again. This time he felt a well being, but no expansion. He had filled his body’s jar of magical power. The thought of having such power still astonished him, but he still would rather be powerless and live in Koriaki with his wife and children. He sighed with melancholy at thoughts of the irretrievable past. 
~
Shiro hadn’t been quite prepared for Hoksaka. The city amazed him as soon as he came in sight of it. He’d never seen any city so big before. Few buildings were made out of the whitewashed plaster and timber construction of most of the dwellings in Koriaki. Most of the buildings had roofs of colored tile rather than the more common thatch in Koriaki. He noticed grimy awnings and banners. It looked like city people didn’t take down their building decorations at night.
Chattering people thronged through the smoothly paved streets. From the insistence of their voices, it seemed that most of them were cursing. Koriaki was never so chaotic. As he rode past all of the people, no one cared to notice him. He felt very small. In Koriaki, even though a number of villagers didn’t care for him, they still nodded and were polite. Here all such conventions seemed to disappear. Hoksaka just didn’t appear to be a very happy city. Boriako would certainly be worse. He felt homesick.
   His horse clopped onto a smooth hard surface he had never seen before. Imagine pavement not made with stones, but hard like stone. Even some of the houses and buildings had foundations and walls of the gray material that paved the streets. There were wonders here amid the curse of crowds and grime. Hoksaka seemed to be filled with new odors. He paused to take a deep breath and smelled the salty tang of the ocean amidst the myriad of less pleasant smells. 
He tied up his horse and walked into an eating bar. It sold rice wine and grilled chicken on skewers that could be dipped into an array of sauces.
“Concrete,” the man next to him said when Shiro asked about it. “They have quarries where they find cement, the key ingredient. You mix it with lime and sand and it hardens, like ceramic, but it only needs to dry. No firing.”
“It’s a wonder,” Shiro said. He realized he sounded just like the country bumpkin that he was. “I’m sure there are other wonders in Hoksaka.”
The man’s eyes grew, “Many wonders? I’d hardly call most of what goes on around here wonderful.” He laughed. “You better not spend too much time in town. Hoksaka will chew you up and spit you out without a care of what damage it has done.”
Shiro understood the advice. He had to get to Boriako before he could think about enjoying the darker side of a city. Hoksaka probably had many, many more opportunities to go astray, however, he knew that Boriako would be the worst.
“Do you know of an inn where I can spend the night?” Shiro asked.
The man eyed his tattoo. “You should go to the Hoksaka Sorcerer’s Guild. I hear you people take care of their own,” the man said.
So Shiro accepted the advice and found the Sorcerer’s Guild amidst the very best estates in the city after wandering around and asking for directions many times.
“I’m going to the capital for training.” Shiro showed his tattoo to the guard at the gate. “I need to spend the night and find a boat to sail to Boriako.”
The thick wooden gates opened and Shiro led his horse into the courtyard. He noticed the designs in the gravel. The roof tiles were the darkest of blues, nearly black, and the wooden structure looked weathered and dull. The whole place looked incredibly dreary.
“Stay here,” the guard said as he walked across the carefully raked circles and lines in the fine gravel of the courtyard. As he made his way across, the intricate patterns returned, erasing his footsteps. The effect made the hair rise on the back of Shiro’s neck. Of course, he’d never seen magic performed before, other than visiting festival magicians that lit fire dragons and so forth.
A fat little sorcerer waddled out and demanded to see Shiro’s sticks and tattoos. Evidently that wasn’t enough.
“Hold this.” The man thrust a pale blue marble into Shiro’s hand.
Shiro glared at the sorcerer. “Will I have to be tested again and again?” He curled his lip and tried to calm down. “Piki, Paki, Poki.” Shiro thought of a blooming chrysanthemum, radiating the light of spring. He looked down at the marble and saw a huge flower with waves of light flowing through the petals floating above the stone. 
The sorcerer took a step back, eyes wide. “I, I, I didn’t know.”
“Know what?” Another sorcerer walked up, this one nearly as tall as Shiro and commanding, with red-dyed streaks in long flowing hair. A tiny topknot had been wound at the crown of his head. Shiro didn’t need an introduction to know that this was a high-ranking sorcerer. He could nearly feel the arrogance and disdain that radiated from the man.
“This man has the tattoo of a high-level sorcerer, yet his stick says he’s a beginning apprentice, Lord Roniki.”
“Impossible. Someone made a mistake.” Roniki looked at the tattoo, still surrounded by reddened skin from the needles. “Newly tattooed.” Roniki sneered.
“This stick claims that this man is a farmer from a rural village,” the little sorcerer said. 
Roniki lifted up his chin. “He won’t stay here. The thing needs proper chastening at the guild house. I care not for the antics of rural wildings. Buy his horse, find him a ship and send him on his way.”
“But with that kind of power, does he not deserve to spend the night with us?”
Roniki twisted his face as if Shiro stunk. “Sorcerer’s only. By my decree, apprentices don’t count, especially for a peasant with some pretense at power.”
Roniki commanded the guard to cast Shiro out into the street. “Wait here until I return,” the little sorcerer said as he made his way past him down to the wharves. 
An hour later, a foot woke Shiro up. “Wake, you.” The little sorcerer tossed a bag of coins and a scroll stick in his lap. “Money for transportation and a token for passage aboard the Wicked Wind. It leaves in a few hours. You’d better go before Lord Roniki finds you here. He eats apprentices at every meal.” He laughed at his cruel little joke, but his face softened. “I’m sorry. You should have been welcomed at the Guild and been given special attention, but the lord is very powerful in the Guild hierarchy and his word must be obeyed here, even though he visits us from Boriako. The captain of the Wicked Wind will give you better care than you’ll ever receive from Lord Roniki.”
Shiro rose and stretched, not impressed with his treatment by a fellow in magic, even though the little sorcerer seemed very apologetic. As he made his way to the sea, he wondered if the little man had been kidding with him. He had no idea how he had created the flower. He had just thought of it. He shook his head as he walked down to the waterfront. The smell of the ocean became stronger as the way became steeper, dipping down to the shore.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THREE
~
SHIRO SHOOK HIS HEAD AND GRINNED as he boarded the large junk. He’d never been on a sea-going vessel before and there they were, lined up like pigs to a trough on the many piers lining the harbor at Hoksaka. None of the men looked particularly friendly as he stepped onto the teak deck of the Wicked Wind. He looked up at the many ribs in the sails. He wondered why they didn’t make them out of one big piece of cloth.
“Examining my rigging, apprentice?” A man dressed better than the crewmen.
“I am. Why not one sheet?”
“Good observation. The winds through the eastern strait are too robust. Men have tried the single sails that they use in the north, but always they shred, even though they take more wind. I’m Captain Mistokko and you are aboard my ship, theWicked Wind.”
Shiro gave the sailmaster a bow. “Shiro, formerly of Koriaki Farm #22, speaks to you.” A little formality wouldn’t hurt, he thought. “I’m glad that I’m on the right boat.”
“Ship.” The way he spoke the word was reproof enough for using the wrong term. Not a good start. 
“On your honorable ship, then. I am anxious to arrive in Boriako.”
Mistokko repeated the bow. “We will be at sea for two to three weeks. How can I be of assistance to a new apprentice?”
“I have no idea. I have lived a life without sorcerers and Affinity and magic. I am willing to work while traveling. I’m an able person and can help your crew.” Shiro had never been aboard a boat… no, ship. He’d never learned how to sail and might as well take the opportunity to learn.
“Do you know how to use a sword? I need a sparring partner. The last one left my employ a few months back.” Mistokko smiled and narrowed his eyes. The man obviously sought to scare Shiro, but that wouldn’t happen.
“I have been honored to hold a blade of steel in my hand before. I’m not sure how proficient I am. My father taught me all I know, but I only practiced with him. There were no other swordsmen in the village. If you are better than him, I’d be happy to learn more.”
Looking up at sailors in the rigging, Mistokko said, “A wise choice. Putting you among my crew might be risky. I have seen too many accidents in my time for those who would choose to displace one of my crew.”
More words of intimidation. He yearned for the straightforward give and take in the village. He wondered if all conversations carried warnings of some kind or another. Shiro didn’t know if they were true or bluster. He imagined that they contained elements of both. He’d have to be careful.
The ship departed from Hoksaka at twilight as the tide slid out. Shiro barely noticed the flurry of activity above him on deck as he lay down in his closet of a cabin below the high tail of the ship. He drifted back to sleep and woke to the sway of the vessel on the water. His stomach began to protest while he staggered onto the deck.
“Not there, on the other side,” a crewman said, turning him around towards the opposite railing. Shiro rubbed sleep out of his eyes as the wind blew in his face. He made it to the other side and leaned over the railing and groaned. As he emptied the contents of his stomach into the roiling waters, the wind blew back some of those contents back at him.
He heard laughter behind as he turned to see a gaggle of crewmen laughing at his misfortune. 
The unmistakable laughter of Mistokko rained down on him from above. He stood at the top of a platform on the ship’s tail holding onto a vertical crank. It must work the rudder, Shiro thought as he looked for a barrel of water to sluice the worst off his soiled clothes. His stomach rebelled again and this time he ran to the other side of the ship, so that what little remained to rise from his stomach flew away into the sea. He turned around and the crewman that gave him the bad advice threw a bucket of saltwater over his clothes.
“Thank you,” Shiro said with as much dignity as he could muster. He noticed the rope tied onto the bucket’s handle. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do that a few more times, but I hesitate to keep you from your duties, so I’m willing to fetch the water myself.” The crewmen laughed again.
“Well said,” Mistokko said from above.
“Shinku, give the man your bucket and get to swabbing the deck where Shiro met his misfortune on the other side.”
The crewman, Shinku, didn’t laugh that time and went to grab another bucket and a stiff-brushed broom while Shiro quickly learned to time the dipping of the bucket with the roll of the ship. 
After a few more buckets, Shiro felt that he had washed off most of what he needed to. He asked the sailmaster if he could join him on his perch.
“Rise to my level farmer, if you can.”
Shiro looked for a ladder and didn’t find any. “Where is the ladder?”
Mistokko shook his head and then leaned back in laughter. “There isn’t any. Come up, if you can.” The captain raised his hands and rose into the air and gradually settled down to the main deck.
“You’re a sorcerer!” Shiro said. “I thought—”
“You thought a common captain couldn’t put Affinity to use on a ship?” Mistokko laughed again, clapping Shiro’s shoulders. He grabbed Shiro’s arm and peered at the tattoo. “Mmmm, seventh-level, at least. I should have charged the Guild triple what I accepted. You’ll soon have the Hierarchy’s robes in a bunch.”
What did this strange seaman mean? Shiro still stank of vomit and Mistokko wanted to play jokes. He shook off his remaining sickness and felt angry and abused by this man’s good humor. “I don’t know anything except I can make the Guild’s pretty balls appear as flames or as a flower. Those aren’t very useful abilities, are they?”
“You made one appear to burn?” Mistokko stroked his long thin beard. “You’re not a seventh-level.”
“See!  It’s all a mistake. Perhaps you can explain that I’m not what I seem and let me return to Koriaki.” Shiro decided then and there that he’d seen enough of the world.
“Not so fast, farmer. I’d rate you as easily eighth level if you were able to image fire. And a flower you say?”
“On a marble,” Shiro said.
“Apprentices should only be able to change the color.”
Perhaps the clouds would darken and lightning destroy him where he stood. Levels meant nothing to Shiro, but eight was higher than seven. At least he knew his numbers.
“Come with me.” Mistokko rose in the air and set himself down on the upper deck. “Try and picture the flight of a bumblebee, slowly rising and falling to catch the pollen on a purple flower. Then put yourself into that bumblebee.”
Shiro noticed the sailors had all stopped what they were doing and watched the encounter. He only heard the creaking of the ship and felt the roll of the ship. Then he closed his eyes. He pictured himself on his farm, tending to his wife’s garden. He imagined the bumblebee and watched it pull its large body up to a flower. Shiro concentrated and became the bumblebee.
The cries from the sailors made him open his eyes and he floated ten feet above the floor of the main deck. The spell broke and Shiro fell heavily back down on the thick unyielding boards. His legs exploded in pain.
Mistokko put his hands on his hips and looked down from his deck. “I’m not a healer, farmer.” Mistokko said quietly. “I truly didn’t expect you to rise more than a few inches. You’ve a lot to learn and you won’t be learning all of it from me… not on my ship.”
The captain drifted back down to the deck and lifted Shiro up and put him into the arms of Shinku and another sailor. “Put him in his cabin and have the cook see to him.” Mistokko patted Shiro on his shoulder, “Sorry.”
Shiro barely heard the words through the pain as they put him into his hammock. A few minutes later, the worst breath Shiro had ever sensed coming out of a person’s mouth brought him around.
“Two jammed ankles? Let’s hope they’re not broken,” the cook said. He wheezed as he removed Shiro’s sandals. The pain brought tears to his eyes as the cook worked his feet. “Yeah, not broken. Quite a performance they say.” The cook cackled as he pulled two long strips of cloth from a bag he had carried into Shiro’s miniscule cabin. “Old sailcloth. Works wonders as bandages. Gotta wrap those tight to keep the swelling down.” The man whistled some kind of tune through the few teeth remaining in his head as he went to work.
“That feels better,” Shiro said as he could breathe easier without the pain.
“I’m an expert. Not as grand as Captain Mistokko, though. He has magical power and all I’ve got are me wits,” the cook said. “Don’t unwrap those until morning tomorrow. Then walk easily. Don’t know what kind of damage there is, but I didn’t find anything broken. You’re lucky!” He cackled and mumbled his way out of Shiro’s cabin. “Bring you something to eat presently.” Shiro didn’t know if the cook would remember to make good on his promise. 
He didn’t. Shinku showed up much later with a bowl of rice and bits of fish in a seaweed broth. “Cook forgot you didn’t show up for evening meal. The captain has appointed me nursemaid. All because of a harmless joke.” The sailor shook his head.
“Regardless, I appreciate your bringing me something to eat,” Shiro said as he began to slurp up his dinner. He seemed to have left the seasickness somewhere back towards Hoksaka.
“Captain wants to play swords with you tomorrow, if you’re able. He’ll take you up on his deck. Told me you don’t have to worry about doing that flying thing,” Shinku said. He couldn’t keep the corners of his mouth down as he said it. “Quite enjoyable, that. Never seen such a thing. No, indeed, no little bumblebee. The rest of us use the ladder that’s stowed away.”
“I’m not happy about being laughed at,” Shiro said. He knew from previous experience that if you didn’t bite back, you’d never be taken seriously.
Shinku looked down,  “No, sir, no. It was such a thing, though.”
Shiro smiled as he pictured what he must have looked like. “I live to entertain,” he said, “but I think my entertaining is finished for this voyage.”
‘I wouldn’t be so hasty, sir. The captain does have his way with a sword and with that tongue of his. If you don’t know how to handle a sword, there might be some more entertainment on the way.”
Shiro pursed his lips. “Thanks for the food, Shinku. I’d be happy if you left me to my misery.”
“Certainly, sir, certainly,” said Shinku, giving Shiro a curt bow of the head as he left the cabin.
~
Shiro woke up feeling much better. The rolling of the ship no longer bothered his stomach and there didn’t seem to be any major pain in his feet, just a general ache. He rose and sought the cook. The sailors had already eaten their breakfast. Shiro bolted down a rice bowl and more broth that tasted just like what he had for dinner. 
Mist filled the air on the deck and the ship didn’t sway as much as the previous day.
“We’ve hit a calm, farmer,” Mistokko said from his perch. “I’d call up some wind, but I don’t want to waste my power. We’ll wait a bit to see if more wind comes. Let’s take advantage of the smooth seas and get a little exercise with weapons.”
Perhaps that was a good thing, Shiro thought. He’d played with swords all of his life. His father had been a guard in Boriako before he married and taught his son all he knew. Shiro didn’t know if that was a lot or a little, but at least he thought he knew enough to defend himself. Perhaps today he would find the measure of his learning.
Shiro peered at his hand. How much Affinity rested within his fingers, his heart, his brain. He also had a mind that didn’t need magic to work acceptably well. He put his hand to his chest and felt it rise as he took a deep breath and held it. 
Purpose blossomed in his mind. He wouldn’t be driven to the Guild in Boriako, but he would gladly go, willingly and of his own volition. How much did he know? How much power? How much talent to shape the raw magic that flowed through his veins? How much magic did the vessel of his body hold? He would know once he had been taught and tested. At that point he would make his own decisions and determine his own fate.
He watched his hand, as it curled into a fist, and he closed his eyes, clinging to his new perspective.
“Nervous, farmer?” Mistokko said, lowering a ladder to the main deck.
Shiro looked up. “No longer.” He looked up at Mistokko and willed his body to stand on the upper deck— a vision and thought of purpose. In a moment, he stood looking at the captain.
Mistokko raised his eyebrows. “After your fall yesterday, that’s quite a feat. I’d like to own those nerves.” The captain laughed and turned to a cupboard built into the railing. “Our weapons today.” He held two wooden swords. Long and thin with a slight curve, only one side had a hint of sharpness. The echo of a lord’s weapon. His father’s sword was a lord’s weapon.
Shiro looked about the upper deck. The wooden floor held a shiny polish with dark and light boards creating stripes on the surface. The railing carried designs of flowers, birds and fruit through the carved vines. Another sailor tended to the steering levers, rather than Mistokko.
“You admire my deck, farmer? I spend most of my time up here, so I have made it a place of beauty.”
The lower deck had been utilitarian, but the sumptuousness of the upper deck brought an element of understanding about the captain. Mistokko held himself above his sailors in all things, but then such as it was between lords and men. Would Mistokko be counted as a lord aboard his ship? An adept in magic, graduate of the Guild, but without sorcerer responsibilities? Perhaps Shiro could hold out hope for a less-restrained life than a cloistered guild-member.
“Swordplay, not wool-gathering.” Mistokko laughed while Shiro wordlessly surveyed his surroundings. “Did you gather wool as a farmer?”
Shiro shook his head. “I made plants grow.” 
Mistokko looked unimpressed. 
“I made my plants grow very well.” He curled up one side of his mouth.
“Like figuring out how to stand with me on my deck?”
Shiro nodded and took the handle of the proffered sword.
“Have you ever held an instrument meant to kill men?” Mistokko said, waving his sword in their air. Shiro recognized the practice form. Shimmer of the Willow
“My father spent some time as a guard. He taught me all he knew. I don’t know if it is enough.”
“Then let’s see you warm up.”
Shiro replicated Mistokko’s form and launched into the twenty forms of preparation and introduced errors that his father would have never allowed. The forms came easily even through he hadn’t practiced them since his family had died.
“Impressive… for a farmer. You are a bit rusty or your father didn’t know them perfectly.”
“It’s what I know,” Shiro said, shrugging. “Let me see the way it is supposed to be done.”
Mistokko stretched for a few moments and then proceeded to perform the twenty forms. The captain couldn’t quite dip his left shoulder as much as strict form would require. Perhaps he compensated for a past injury. His performance was fluid and projected more power than Shiro.
“Very powerful. You are like a mountain cat, Captain,” Shiro said.
Mistokko nodded in accepting Shiro’s compliment. “I do believe we can keep each other sharp, if you know more than the practice forms.”
Shiro merely shrugged and waggled the sword in his hand. He looked sideways at the captain. “An easy sparring match? No contact?”
“No contact.” Mistokko grinned and took a pose to start.
Shiro just stood, with the point of the weapon on the deck. The captain shuffled towards him with his sword in two hands over his head. Shiro stood his ground and looked into the captain’s eyes. The blade descended and Shiro moved to his left, avoiding the blow. Mistokko moved his blade left, but all Shiro had to do was lift his own sword from the deck to parry.
Mistokko merely grunted as he swiped his blade up and hit Shiro’s guard. Did the captain want to knock the blade out of Shiro’s hand? Years of the hard work of a farmer shaped the corded muscles on Shiro’s arms and created an iron grip. He held and whipped his blade up between Mistokko’s legs, stopping just short of the captain’s crotch. The captain hopped back, waving his blade wildly in defense, but that wildness had little strength behind it and Shiro soundly slapped the sword away and forced his point to Mistokko’s throat. 
The captain grabbed the sword. “Enough!  Perhaps I underestimated your ability. I rarely come across a tactician. You thrashed me much more than it appeared.” 
Shiro didn’t know if Mistokko dissembled on purpose. This time Shiro pointed his sword up, holding it beside his head with a two-handed grip. “Again? And then we can talk about methods, perhaps.”
The captain grinned as he grasped the hilt with both hands but lifted his weapon up at eye level looking down his sword as if sighting an arrow. His target, Shiro’s chest. If Mistokko had an injured left shoulder, the blade would drift upward towards his shoulder as he lunged. 
Shiro brought his sword around and cocked it at his waist, ready for the lunge. Mistokko’s attack rose to Shiro’s shoulder, just as he had thought while he wheeled his blade in front of his to knock Mistokko’s lunge aside. This time the captain’s power came through and the blade struck the top of Shiro’s shoulder despite his parry. How could that be? 
Mistokko stood back, grinning. “You didn’t know you could use magical power to enhance your strokes, did you?
Power. Using magic as a weapon? Shiro had never thought of such a thing.
“Your parry would have been sufficient normally. I won through with the aid of a little magic. It doesn’t take much. I add a little ‘spring’ to my shoulder and back muscles. Not a lot. Certainly not enough to blow my opponent away, but sufficient to compensate for a few infirmities.”
“Is that what you wanted to teach me?”
The captain nodded. “When you told me you knew some sword play, I thought such a thing might come in handy for you. It is, in effect, cheating, but there have been times in my life when I dare not trust in my swordsmanship alone to defeat an enemy. The Guild might not be happy should they find out. I’m a bit at odds with them at the moment. In fact, the fat sorcerer who arranged passage wouldn’t have booked you if we hadn’t been good friends at the Guild in Boriako. Don’t volunteer that you traveled aboard theWicked Wind. I have a reputation to maintain. I don’t want too many people accusing me of being cozy with the Guild. I suggest that you hide the extent of your power at barely above the level of others in your apprentice class. The Guild doesn’t take kindly to gifted apprentices.”
“You don’t trust the Guild?”
Mistokko put his hands on his hips, threw back his head and laughed. “As far as I can throw this ship, farmer. I left the Guild right after my final test. I joined the army for a while and, when the Guild caught up to me, I boarded the first ship out of Roppon Isle and never looked back. I hated the politics and the enforced discipline. I’m free while I’m on the waves, but if I spent much time on land, the Guild would surely want to sink its tentacles into me again. Moderation and stealth. That’s my advice and I’ll only give it to you this once. From now on as far as you are concerned, the best organization in the world must be the Guild.” Mistokko winked at Shiro and laughed again. “Now about fighting with power. Do it with small sips, just where you need to. Precision.”
“I understand.”
“Do you?” Mistokko said. “Do you realize that using a great deal of power around others will take their life force rather than tap into the nexus? Over time they will weaken. If you use small amount, like I do when I’m off of the deck, no one is affected. Small sips, see?”
“My family died from a fever than ran through our village two years ago. Could I have been responsible?” The horror of the thought shocked Shiro to his very core.
Mistokko’s amiable grin faded. “Quite possibly. A person can develop their power at any time in their life. You might be a late bloomer.” Mistokko rubbed his face. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. Perhaps your emerging talent had weakened them enough not to have been able to fight off the fever.” The captain shrugged his shoulders. “They do teach shielding at the Guild. I never became particularly proficient, but you are stronger than I am. Make sure they teach you.”
Shiro recoiled at the revelation. He couldn’t go back to his farm now that he knew that he might have helped a fever destroy his family. “I can’t go on today. More tomorrow?” 
Mistokko nodded and let Shiro leave.
~
Precision. Shiro laid down on his bunk in awe at the concept. He just thought that magicians used their power and that was that. Full on or full off. He must have used it full on back on his farm and destroyed those he loved most. He wiped tears from his eyes when Shinku brought him more rice. He barely ate a thing and hardly slept that night, consumed with guilt. How could he have known? The final instrument of his families death… his children and his wife. 
At one point he wished the sorcerers would have come earlier in his life, but then he wouldn’t have had a family. What would have happened if he knew how to shield his power?  They’d be alive. Wait… no he couldn’t learn to shield unless it was taught at the Guild. If he had been taken earlier, he wouldn’t have had a family. Confusion rolled around and around in his head without coming close to clearing.
In the morning, he had gotten over the worst of his guilt. He didn’t know if he’d ever really come to terms with the fate of his family. He had been ignorant. Hardly an excuse, but it was a reason. He’d always regret his power on that account.
He could have used his magic with precision and they might have survived. But if they lived, the nets of the Guild would catch up to him at one point or another to separate them anyway. He could do nothing to change the past and any scenario that he could think of still put him on his way to Boriako. 
He walked out into the bright morning light and thought of the power that he had to use to rise to the captain’s deck. Shiro had to use just the right amount of lifting magic or he’d take a tumble again. Yesterday was luck, an instinctive move. He realized he had much to learn. As for Mistokko’s comments about the Guild, they aligned closely with his own after meeting the arrogant sorcerer, Roniki. Perhaps he could learn more before they landed in Boriako.
The captain wasted no time in beginning their drills again.
“Your swordsmanship is very good. Your father must have been a skilled guard.”
Shiro shrugged. “He never told me how good or how poor. He left the Imperial service once he found the love of his life and moved as far away from Boriako as possible.” A tightness in his chest and a watery eye made him pause. He took a deep breath. “I always treated swordsmanship as a game and a way to stay limber. Farming grows a lot of muscles, but it’s not suitable as an exercise for every endeavor.”
“Indeed. A sailor faces the same problem, but for different muscles. Let’s practice our forms together for a while and tomorrow, if the sea freshens, you can experience fighting on a rolling deck and I’ll show you how to better control your power.”
A quick nod from Shiro and the pair began to work on their sword forms, side by side. This time Shiro didn’t hold back. 
Could he trust this man? Certainly the captain seemed free enough with his instruction and with his opinion of the Guild. Shiro decided that it wouldn’t hurt him to take what he could from Mistokko and hoped that in the future he could repay the man.
With days of practice, Shiro learned to control his power. The control also helped to maintain his strength, using his power for any length of time sapped him physically and if a swordsman used too much and the battle lasted long, he would tire much too soon. Shiro didn’t plan on becoming a warrior, but he suspected the lesson would have universal application.
Shiro learned the kinds of lethal tricks in sword fighting that his father never dared teach a young man. Mistokko also taught him the rudiments of controlling the wind as they sailed and, together, they moved the ship more quickly to Boriako and the Guild. 
Despite Mistokko’s warning not to work with the crew, after a week at sea, the captain let him work side by side with the crew in various capacities. As their journey neared the end, Shiro regretted that his maritime education coming to a close.
As he stood at the prow, watching the city get larger on the horizon, Shiro’s thoughts turned to Roniki, the sorcerer who had treated him poorly at the Hoksaka guildhouse. If all Boriako sorcerers were like him, he’d have to be ready for constant battle and Mistokko said there were more untrustworthy sorcerers than not. 
On the water, ships were always far from a nexus. The captain had to husband his magical assistance. Mistokko told him that the proximity to the nexus was tenuous on the ocean and one wouldn’t want to need the wind and not be able to produce any. The thought rolled in Shiro’s head as the boat approached the dock. Depressing thoughts returned that if he could have controlled the use of his power, his wife and children might still be alive. Mistokko’s reminder about the affects of magic on others had depressed any excitement he might have had arriving at Rokkan’s imperial capital.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
~
RONIKI LOOKED DOWN FROM HIS WINDOW at the tall, poorly dressed man jumping off of the back of a cart at the gates to the Guildhouse. He’d received word that he had arrived on Mistokko’s Wicked Wind. Roniki had teleported from the Hoksaka guild a few days ago and didn’t look forward to this interloper demeaning the guild. He had always felt sorcerers should come from the nobility. The prospects of a peasant starting out with such power irked him.
He didn’t remember the man’s face from his brief encounter in Hoksaka. If his aptitude matched his test results, he bore watching. The man most likely had no idea of the strength of his talent nor was it likely that he knew his talent had cost him the lives of his family. He had taken the time to read the background reports the guild always put together on their new apprentices. 
Roniki smiled at the thought that the pleasure might fall upon him to reveal that fact to him. It was outrageous that the gods would give a common man the talent to become a powerful sorcerer and Roniki had rarely seen such power displayed. His own Affinity did not compare to the newcomer. As the farmer walked into the Guildhouse and out of view, Roniki clutched the stone sill, hopeful it would fall to him to test and break that man.
~
“Shiro of Koriaki.” The servant announced as he pushed Shiro into the Guildmaster’s chambers. Shiro could only look, speechless with wonder, at the fine trappings of the room as he knelt in front of the guild master. Patterned carpets layered the wooden floor rather than the typical rush mats he had seen on other floors at the guild. Ornate painted panels adorned the walls depicting scenes of the use of Affinity. A case held foreign objects, likely from continents of Besseti or Zarroni. Incense flavored the smells of wax and polish. Smells of wealth, to Shiro. Even Captain Mistokko’s deck and personal quarters weren’t kept in such condition. The large window of glass, a rarity, shocked him. He had one tiny glass window square in the wooden sliding door of his farmhouse and that had cost his father nearly a weeks worth of market earnings. Waxed paper panels brought in most of the light to his farm dwelling.
From his knees, Shiro looked across the polished desk of yew. With it’s light grain darkened by many years of polish and use, the carvings only gained in character. Shiro nodded his head to the man. “Shiro of Koriaki, sir.”
The tiny man in front of him looked up a scroll with heavily lidded eyes. “Yes, yes. You are Shiro. No more Shiro of Koriaki. You are simply Shiro until you are admitted as a fully-fledged sorcerer into the Guild. At that time the Gods may present you with a new name. How much do you know of the sorcerers that work for the guild?”
Shiro was distracted from the question as his surroundings still held him in thrall. “Excuse me, sir?” Not an auspicious first sentence.
“How much do you know of the sorcerers?” An expression of impatience showed on the Guildmaster’s face as he adjusted the folds of his purple silk robes just so.
“Sorcerers are counselors to the rulers of the Roppon and they all are trained in the Boriako Guild. They use their magic to scry the future, change the weather, help with war craft, and make a province prosperous, sir.”
“You may call me Master Yushidon or simply ‘Master’ when addressing me. Not sir,” Yushidon said. He pursed his lips and examined a fingernail for a moment and then bit a portion off before he continued. “You are partially correct. We use our magical powers for various purposes. We do not scry, prophesy or foretell. The court astrologers make a feeble attempt at trying to do that. One could cast lots and be more accurate than they. We can influence the weather in a very localized way as you might have experienced since you came to us on Captain Mistokko’s ship. Few have the talent to work the power that comes to us through the nexus and it comes at a cost.”
Shiro knew what the cost was. It was talent that robbed the vital force of those around the castings unless carefully used. He might be from the farm, but Shiro considered himself smarter than most men and he knew how to learn. His mistakes had taught him important concepts on the voyage.
But if he were wise, he would have stopped using those cursed powers on his crops and possibly saved his family. The captain had restricted access to the upper deck while he sought out the wind for that very same reason. There were ways to shield the use of power, though, Mistokko had said. Shiro meant to learn them.
The Guildmaster paused and looked at his new apprentice. Yushidon narrowed his eyes and, again, pursed his lips in disdain. “You will be apprenticed to Master Boreko.” Yushidon made a face that told him that the Guildmaster didn’t hold Boreko in high esteem. “He will see you are properly settled in. You may go.”
Shiro followed an apprentice through the stone halls of the guild house. He had never felt so isolated in his life. Alone in a strange place. Yet he would learn. Perhaps he could break free like Mistokko did. He felt like a little child on the first day of village school, totally ignorant.
His guide took him to a large courtyard. Apprentices hurried across the gravel contrasting to the much slower stroll of the sorcerers.
~
“Your rooms,” said Boreko. “They aren’t too severe. It isn’t as if our apprentices are all young boys, who need the seasoning a stark, cold cell can provide.” The master smiled. “You are, what… early thirties?”
“Twenty-six.” Shiro looked at the room not particular happy with his new mentor’s guess. It was fully half as big as his entire farmhouse in Koriaki. He had two windows of glass set into the stone. Two carpets covered half of the floor with a raised portion of matting in the sleeping area. An actual steel mirror sat on top of a chest of five drawers. He just shook his head at the opulent furnishings. Shiro could see that the walls were wooden planks covering stone walls. That sheathing would keep him warmer in the winter, should he be allowed a brazier in his rooms. He had expected the wooden sliding walls that defined living spaces in every other dwelling he had ever entered. 
He looked up at the blackened timbers of the ceiling. The guild house must be centuries old. How many apprentices had used this room? How many had died before they became fully accepted sorcerers? Shiro had no desire to know the answers.
“Oh. Sorry, I’m usually better at guessing ages.” Shiro could see embarrassment play across the man’s face. Boreko’s was a pleasant visage set in a rotund body. It looked like he approached sixty. He had a bald head with a fringe of salt and pepper hair twisted up in a topknot as casual as the one Shiro wore. A stringy gray beard framed his face. Boreko had the most startling light gray eyes where most eyes in Roppon, at least on his northern isle were dark, like Shiro’s. “I’m sorry that this is one of the smaller chambers, but if you’re from a village, I’m sure this will do.”
At the mention of his village, Shiro looked at his homespun clothes and rude shoes. “I don’t suppose I’ll be wearing the clothes I brought.” He smiled to put the older man back at ease.
“No. Put your satchel under your bed and we can get you new clothes. All of your needs are provided by the guild.” Boreko smiled as he pulled a large brass key out of his pocket. “Something to keep your things safe. The people may fear us, but there are those among the Guild who fear nothing. Not even the punishment for a bit of theft. Sorcerers use wards to protect their personal possessions, apprentices use keys and locks.”
Shiro could feel that the Guildhouse sat close to a nexus. He knew so little about the Affinity and how to use it. The thought of so much talent housed within the Guild’s walls might not be a good thing. Physically, he had no problem taking care of himself, but he had no experience with magic users. He put it in the back of his mind to be careful in this new environment.
“Can you tell me a bit about yourself?” Boreko asked. He fidgeted with his hands. The situation seemed to bring out more nerves for Boreko than it did to Shiro.
Shiro didn’t waste any time in providing a quick story, including his run-in with Roniki. Boreko seemed to relax, just a bit.
“Good. I wanted to hear it from you. Your history, as written down by the Guild is a bit different. Captain Mistokko wondered if you might be a spy. Your power is extraordinary for an apprentice. He had me meet him at the docks and asked me to mentor you. I didn’t want to. It sounds horrible and cowardly, I know. There are a few of us who are a tiny bit rebellious and we just don’t need the exposure. We aren’t seeking to overthrow the Guild or anything, but we are not looked upon with complete approval.” Boreko sighed. “Mistokko thinks you are someone special, over and above your potential, if you are truly untrained. I wanted to be sure you were genuine. There. I hope my instincts don’t prove me wrong.”
“You don’t have to worry. I’m anxious for a different reason. I’ve heard of culling in the guild and, if anything, I’m concerned I’m not going to make it through.”
Boreko pursed his lips. “It happens, but rarely. Just follow my counsel and you may do just fine,” he said, trying to give an encouraging smile, but Shiro could see the uncertainty behind it.
“You can help me?”
“I’ll do my best, Shiro. Now let’s get you into something more appropriate for a guild apprentice.” Boreko’s smile became a bit brighter.
As the pair walked along stone corridors lit by torches and across the main lobby and down to ground level, Shiro couldn’t help being impressed by the stonework and the fact that the main building had nearly as much glass as paper windows. 
They came to a room with a split door. Boreko tapped on the upper section. It slid open to reveal a room full of shelves filled with clothes and other things in bins. “Remi. He needs robes and underclothes,” Boreko said as another older man leaned on the shelf built into the lower door. 
The man looked Shiro up and down. “Show me your shoes,” were his only words. Shiro lifted up his sandals one at a time. The man disappeared and returned with a basket of clothing and left.
“A bit brusque, our Remmi, but once you get a little wine in him he loosens up like any man. Quite funny, actually.” Boreko smiled to himself as he gently pushed Shiro back towards his room.  
“Is Remmi a sorcerer?” Shiro said.
“He was an apprentice who didn’t make the grade. Most guards, servants and functionaries are the same: some power, but not enough to qualify as a sorcerer. Menial positions are where most of your ‘culls’ go. Your situation is a bit different. I am certain you have more than enough power, but you are a commoner and…” Boreko finished the thought with a shrug and a worried look.
~
“Lift your arm up, just so,” the instructor told Shiro. The class of ten apprentices gathered around him for a quiz. A faint mist appeared a foot from Shiro’s hand. Shiro moved it over a bucket. He had restricted his power to mimic those in the class, as always. He grit his teeth, knowing that he would have to use more to make the spell work properly. His hand waved over the bucket and he noticed the cloud turned dark and small flashes of lightning showed in the little hazy cloud. Raindrops began pelting from the miniature storm to the bucket.
“Shiro. You are using too much power.” The instructor squinted. Had he caught on to his trick? It looked that way. “That demonstration is quite unique as you intend, but quite unseemly.” 
The instructor started pulling the other apprentices back as they edged forward to see Shiro’s manifestation and pushing them back. “Class, DO NOT get close to a spell. You’ve been told that spells can leach power from those close by if too much power is applied. Every apprentice needs as much energy as they can muster. We will learn shields that will protect you later. That’s enough for now, Shiro.” To the rest of the class, he said, “once you’ve produced your cloud, you are excused.”
Shiro walked out of the room, by himself, as usual. The storm wasn’t showing off. He was completing the spell as he studied it and he had applied only a bit more power when prompted. The instructor would be surprised if he had used full power, but then so would he, since Shiro had no idea what would happen if he put everything he had into that spell. 
The steps most of the others needed to learn merely slowed him up. Was it because he was as much as ten years older than the others? What made him feel badly? Was that why he now could sense when he was tapping into others’ lifeforce. Boreko had told him that if one had Affinity, power would be drained from the bystander if there weren’t enough to draw from the nexus. If one didn’t, the spell would drain their power much more quickly. Mistokko had told him much the same thing. Losing his power more quickly was certainly better than leaching it from people.
~
“Ah, Shiro, isn’t it?” A master in the green robes of an instructor stopped him in the hall. Two others stood behind him wearing the red robes signifying that they had graduated and were awaiting assignment. Shiro recognized the sorcerer.
Shiro stood waiting for the inevitable hazing question he couldn’t answer. He recognized Roniki, the sorcerer that took so much pleasure in brushing Shiro off at the guildhouse in Hoksaka. Shiro took no pleasure at these confrontations with the sorcerers. It happened all the time in the Guild’s halls. Apprentices had no defense against the hazing that seemed to give some sorcerers great pleasure. The inevitably unanswerable question would land Shiro in the kitchens for a week of scullery duties.
“What spell does a sorcerer cast to make a lady love him?” Roniki smiled at what should have been a trick. Boreko had warned him about such questions as they often talked late into the night about many aspects of Guild life. 
Shiro looked directly at Roniki and said, “No gentleman will make a lady love him by any but the noblest of means.” That was actually a serviceable answer.
Shiro saw a flash of uncertainty, but then Roniki’s eyes narrowed. ““Wrong!  Hino, what is the right answer?” Roniki looked at one of his two companions who returned a blank look to the master. The sorcerer just refused to accept Shiro’s answer.
Shiro responded after a moment of embarrassing silence. “Any sorcerer who uses magic to force another to his will violates a basic Guild ethic, Master Roniki. My answer embraced that notion. But since you said I am wrong, I will report to the kitchens.” Shiro turned around and walked away knowing that he had actually answered correctly. Men, such as Roniki, who refused to acknowledge a suitable answer, were elevated in the Guild’s hierarchy. The thought depressed him.
~
“Roniki is not one to cross,” Boreko said as Shiro had to tell his mentor that their evening sessions would start later for a week.
“I had to make a credible try at the question.” Shiro walked to the open window looking at the view of peaked city roofs in the blue twilight.
“So after he rejected your answer, you walked directly to the kitchens? I’ll bet you were feeling pretty smug by the time your little chores were finished.”
Shiro turned and looked at Boreko wondering why his mentor was turning on him.
“Do you ever wonder why the Master lets the hazing go on? There are apprentices as old or older than you,” Boreko said.
 “No. As a matter of fact, I was pretty resentful when Roniki so arrogantly refused to accept my answer.” He took a seat facing his mentor.
“Guard against arrogance yourself, Shiro. I’m sure you put yourself above him in your mind while you labored in the kitchens. That will never do. Politics is the bane of Roppon, and sorcerers are particularly affected since most are thin-skinned… and that includes you. A thin skin will get you killed, either during the Final Testing or in service. The Emperor and the bureaucracy can execute any sorcerer for cause… and you don’t get to determine the cause. One must present a certain level of humility at all times.”
“I never thought of it that way. That means we are little more than slaves.” Shiro rubbed his chin. “I was more free as a farmer.” He realized that his direct way of thinking put him at a disadvantage among other apprentices as much as his attempts at thoughtful subtlety. 
Boreko smiled. “That’s why I’m here. Even for one as old as you, boundaries need to be learned. You aren’t treated like a slave unless you cross them. For what it’s worth, Roniki would never be assigned as a mentor and he would never last a full year as a court sorcerer. Irritating man yet, for all of that he is powerful. Roniki works closely with Yushidon and has a following among the senior staff. Now let us talk about how you are going to adjust your attitude.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
~
THE REST OF THE ARMS CLASS PLAYED with their weapons, slashing and hooting battle cries before the class started. Shiro waited patiently for his first weapons course to start. He could see the apprentices had various levels of training. He didn’t know if they brought that training to the Guild or not. He grasped the wooden staff that he had chosen. His father never liked spears or staffs and neglected to teach him the basics. Swords and bows. Shiro counted himself sufficiently trained in those. Perhaps if he used the staff exclusively, his advanced training wouldn’t be so obvious.
He scratched at the ground with the toe of his sandal, obliterating a few lines of the raked gravel. Soon the lines would blur as weapons practice made a mess of the ordered lines. War did that, but no magic existed that would put the damage and carnage back into order like it did the ornamental lines under his feet. His father had fled from the Emperor’s Guard, taking his mother to Koriaki. Far away from the petty wars that cropped up from time to time between provinces. The emperor allowed the fighting, so his father had told him, to keep the vassals weak. The nobles encouraged manageable amounts of death and destruction so that officials in the imperial capital could sleep soundly at night. Perhaps a big war would be worse. Shiro didn’t know anything about wars and politics, but Boreko told him that he would be learning about them soon.
He reviewed his own path to this practice field. The village of Koriaki and the tiny provincial vassal who ruled over the northwest corner of the Northern isle had kept a peaceful profile. Shiro had led a relatively serene life, courtesy of his father. Magic, his own, had shattered that idyllic existence by killing his family and exposing him to the whims of the Guild. He spat on the ground in disgust at his ill fortune and waited for the weapons instructor to show up, never once twirling his staff. He’d have chance enough for that.
“Line up!  Tishima, Weapons Master, is about to instruct you.” 
Shiro didn’t recognize the man who called order to the practice ground. There were three ranks of twelve to fifteen apprentices. He took a place in the third rank on the right end. They all knelt and placed their weapons at their sides. He followed their collective lead.
The students were ordered to stare at the gravel, so when Tishima began his lecture, he resisted whipping his head up to see the instructor. 
“You pitiful excuses!  Dog meat all of you, in any kind of battle!” Tishima ranted for a few minutes berating the capabilities and lineage of the group. Shiro couldn’t help but curl his lip with amusement at expressions he hadn’t heard before. Evidently the Guild gave the Weapons Master quite a bit of latitude in training the apprentices. The introductory magic classes he had attended in his first two months were conducted with less student abuse.
“Stand for Inspection!” Tishima’s assistant, who had introduced the master, yelled once Tishima’s insults had faded away. The apprentices stood still in their ordered rows. Whatever Tishima said worked on these boys and young men. Shiro would follow suit, not wanting to be noticed.
Tishima looked into the eyes of every one of his charges. His stern visage seemed enough to keep his students in line along with his pushes and punches, testing their ability to maintain attention. He finally came to Shiro, who concentrated on looking straight ahead as his father had demanded when they practiced martial drills.
“You are a sturdy, seasoned fellow. New here?” Tishima craned his head up to glare at Shiro.
Shiro gave the Weapons Master a curt nod of his head. No talking to superior officers. 
“Mmm.” Tishima slammed his fist into Shiro’s midsection. The blow hurt, but Shiro had received worse from his father, who had taught him to breathe slowly through his nose after such an attack. “Military service?”
Shiro shook his head with one quick movement. He took the opportunity to focus his sight for one split second on Tishima. The man stood nearly a head shorter than he, but he had the bulk of both age and a lifetime of conditioning. Hardship and dedication to his craft lined his face. The man had seen much, and his hard eyes echoed his undoubtedly stern attitude towards life.
“Hands!”
Shiro put the staff in the crook of his elbow and body and extended his hands, palm side up. He smelled the oil used to polish and preserve the molded leather breastplate that Tishima wore. He glanced at the stubbled head, festooned with scars that covered the skin. A career of scars. His weapons teacher undoubtedly had practiced weapons craft in the field. 
Tishima quickly raised his head and caught Shiro’s eyes before he could avert his gaze.
“I will keep my eye on you. Farmer!”
Shiro nodded again.
Tishima stood on his tiptoes and whispered in Shiro’s ear. “Farmer with interesting callouses. Sword, yet you chose the staff. Try your hardest or I will cut out your heart. I can do that without magic…or with it.”
Sweat beaded on Shiro’s forehead as Tishima moved to the front of the class. He had spent more time with him than any of the others. So much for hiding. It seemed he had a sign on his forehead that said, “Exceptional Apprentice - Treat Badly” Something else for his nightly conversations with Boreko.
Tishima strutted back to his position and looked out at the apprentices from the raised walkway. “Split into groups with similar weapons.” He whispered something in his assistant’s ear as Shiro looked for others carrying staffs. There were only seven out of the entire group. 
The assistant came over to their group. “You need another man to fill up your ranks. I’ll work with the farmer.”
The eyebrows rose on the other apprentices. The Guild rules were explicit on leaving the lives of apprentices behind when they joined the Guild. Calling Shiro ‘farmer’ wasn’t an approved nickname. Shiro watched the man as he sauntered back to their group. 
“Follow me.” He said as he led them to a corner of the practice yard. “Practice forms, now.”
The assistant began with a series of staff practice forms. The others obviously knew the routine and, since Shiro was new, he had to follow along. 
“Your name, apprentice?” the assistant said as he continued to lead the forms.
“Shiro.” He gave the assistant a quick bow with his hands at his side.
“Desiku.” The assistant returned the bow. “I will teach you the practice forms until you are proficient. You will not train with any other arms until you are proficient with the staff. Do you understand, Shiro?” Desiku spoke Shiro’s name as if it were dirty, foul and unpleasant on his lips, however the man’s eyes didn’t show any hatred that he could detect. 
“Practice until the Master declares the session over. There will be no matches today,” Desiku said to the group as he turned to Shiro. “We will work together, you and I.”
Shiro stood with both hands on his staff to ward off Desiku’s offense.
“No,” Desiku said with a grim smile. “You will attack me.”
What could Shiro do? He’d never even seen anyone fight with a staff before. He could use the staff like a very long sword, but his moves would be very clumsy. He eyed a few strokes by the other students and struck out with a horizontal blow. Desiku twisted his hips and jammed his staff hard into the gravel to block the blow. The shock shook the staff and stung Shiro’s hands. He dropped the weapon at the impact and leaned over to pick it up. Desiku slid past him and struck his rear end. Shiro dropped the staff he’d just picked up and rubbed his wound. Desiku slapped at his hands.
“That won’t do, farmer.” Why did all of his opponents call him farmer? Mistokko, Tishima and now Desiku. He didn’t believe it to be an expression of endearment, but Mistokko’s tone was gently chiding compared with the derision he heard in the two weapons instructors’ voices.
Mistokko. Shiro smiled and turned to face Desiku. He grabbed one end of his staff with both hands and backed up, dragging the weapon on the ground. Desiku walked closer. Shiro grunted and quickly pushed the staff with all his might until it was between Desiku’s legs. He flipped the staff up and stopped his upward motion just before he would have struck Desiku in his crotch. The staff went well past the loose pantaloons that the man wore. 
Desiku inhaled deeply as Shiro quickly withdrew his weapon making it ready for a defense. The assistant just stood and grinned with his fist on a hip. “Not many would be so bold, Shiro,” he said, this time the smile on his face seemed genuine. “Definitely offensive.” He snapped his staff and rapped one of Shiro’s hands, making the knuckles burn with pain. 
Shiro held fast and snapped his staff back, but Desiku had been prepared for another attack. The rest of the practice followed what had just happened. Shiro had moved through Desiku’s defenses twice more, but his arms, side and backside were spotted with bruises and stiff when Tishima whistled the practice over. Shiro looked around only to find half of the class remaining. 
“Do you have a class now?” Desiku said.
“Not for an hour and a half.”
“Good. You need to know the practice forms.” Desiku said. He lifted his chin to Tishima and nodded towards Shiro. The Weapons Master nodded back.
Desiku ran Shiro though basic staff practice forms for the next hour as the participants gradually left the two alone in the yard. 
“You picked those up quickly. It’s obvious you’ve been taught sword forms. Now for something more advanced. You will not use these around the other apprentices.” Desiku demonstrated remarkably different forms. The basic forms dealt with stationary motions of thrusts, swipes and defensive postures. The new ones were all about flow and footwork. Shiro recognized them to be as sophisticated as the sword forms he knew, but they were designed for staff work. They would take longer to master, but he could see the power that Desiku displayed.
Shiro bowed to his instructor. “Thank you for your forbearance on the field today.”
Desiku laughed throwing his head back. “Master Tishima can pick them!”
Shiro furrowed his brow.
“You have the posture and stance of a potential adept with the staff. Your footwork and reactions are all wrong for this weapon, but you will learn. We will practice after every session, you and I, until we can show Master Tishima your prowess. Then both of us will show you enhanced forms.” Desiku’s emphasis on the word enhanced didn’t surprise Shiro. That meant magic. Shiro looked up and saw two men observing them, Master Tishima and Boreko. Both of them nodded to him.
~
“You were with Master Tishima?” Shiro said. What game was his mentor playing with him? He never told him about his swordplay with Mistokko.
Boreko smiled, only curling up one side of his lips. “We are old friends and both of us served in the Imperial Army. We were one of the few members of the guild to fight for the Emperor as soldiers, not as sorcerers. You know another of our select little band, Captain Mistokko of theWicked Wind.”
Shiro pursed his lips. “Is this common knowledge?”
Boreko’s smile vanished. “Not particularly, but I will not tell another now that Tishima knows. Only a select few learn craft in enhanced fighting from Tishima. One of them is Desiku, your personal instructor. The Guild frowns on such activity, but the art must be preserved, no matter what the current council thinks. One must be an outstanding warrior first and foremost and then learn the art of subtle insertion of power in your fighting. Mistokko told me he introduced you to the technique, but don’t think you’ll be getting off easy. Tishima will train you harder than any of the others.”
“So I have no hope of sinking into obscurity in the ranks.”
Boreko’s smile returned as he shook his head. “None, but you’ll look like you’ve been singled out for punishment because of your rough origins. Desiku won’t hold back as you get more proficient. Learn to live with painful bruises and hopefully you’ll avoid broken bones, but I wouldn’t put it past them. You’ll see enough from the healers to get sick of them.”
“I’m too old for this,” Shiro said.
“Age is not an excuse,” Boreko said with a grin. “Me excluded, of course.”
“Of course.” What kind of danger were these three men putting him in? “Why do you trust me with this information.”
Boreko leaned back and looked at the ceiling. “You are a unique talent and, to be quite frank, a fish out of water in the Guild. Without our help we think your survival is in peril. It’s in peril even with our help. Remember our conversation on culling? Now that I’ve observed how the instructors treat you, caution is necessary. Those who aren’t a threat are given mundane positions. Those who would challenge senior staff disappear. We won’t speak of this again.”
Shiro hadn’t expected that. He knew the Guild would be a hostile place, but Boreko’s frank opinion startled him and it brought back into focus his original fears. He wouldn’t survive without help and, as much as he was loath to admit, he needed their assistance. A tinge of desperation marked his mood as Boreko reviewed his progress with the magic lessons, nodding his head when Shiro explained how he had held back during the student demonstrations.
~
The Guild enrolled him in classes that reminded Shiro of a puzzle box. You’d solve the first box only to find another puzzle box within. In his case, the spare time that marked his first few months at the Guild began to shrink. His time available for his lessons with Desiku and Tishima likewise began to decrease.
He sat down for his first day in Political Theory. Since Shiro only had a command of the common language that all Ropponi spoke and the basic alphabet that comprised the phonetic basis of that language, his first few weeks concentrated on using a bit of his talent to learn languages. There were two other Ropponi languages, one for merchants and another for the nobility, each with their own special alphabets.  There were four other languages spoken in the world of Goriath and those would follow after the apprenticeship ended. 
The instructor for this course looked like a scarecrow, thin and skeletal. His shaven hair revealed tattoos of some kind that Shiro couldn’t decipher. The man perpetually sported a disdainful scowl as if he had a battle staff up his rear end.
“Why is the Ropponi political model superior to that of all other countries?” the professor began one day.
No one raised their hand to respond.
“Shiro?” he said. 
After he waiting for his frustration at being singled out to diminish, he nodded to the instructor. Without any idea, Shiro rose and bowed to the professor, as did every student for every question. “I’m unfamiliar with the political systems elsewhere. Aren’t they kingdoms?”
The bald head turned red and the professor’s eyes narrowed. “Are you truly that stupid that you would ask me for the answer?” The man turned to a shelf and lifted up a thick book to show the class as if it were a stick to beat Shiro.
“I give you one week to read this and write out the answer to your own question in court language. You are dismissed until you return with your work.”
Shiro bowed and received the book with both hands extended. He took three steps backward, facing the professor before he turned around and left the room. Other apprentices gave him dirty looks or evil grins. Their reactions were no different from fellow students in other classes. He hadn’t done anything to these apprentices. No power was required for this course, yet his classmates still jeered. Maybe they also called him ‘farmer’ behind his back.
~
“You’re so much the outsider, Shiro. You are older than many apprentices and more proficient than all of the sorcerers when they were at your level. Even the Guild members aren’t excited that you’re here,” Boreko said as they sat in a small court. “You are here to learn and I suggest that you absorb all you can. As for your assignment, I think it a blessing. Read the book and I will discuss the political systems with you. The true worldview might be a bit different than what is written.”
Shiro wondered what that might be, probably more cynicism. Mistokko didn’t hide his very well, but Boreko assumed a more circumspect attitude except for the one time he talked about using one’s Affinity in arms.
Boreko left him sitting. Shiro tried to think of what kind of perspective he’d need to apply to his assignment. He walked to the commissary and brought a rice bowl and a pot of tea to his room, before he began to study for his report. He took a sip of tea before putting the pot on a tiny warming brazier. One heated the brazier with talent at the Guild.
He took the book and felt the heft of the pages. A book that thick must be very expensive, just from the cost of the paper. The Guild had riches to spare, he supposed. Shiro bowed his head and said a prayer to his family god. He had no idea how many Ropponi prayed to this same god since each family kept the identity of their ancestral gods secret.
With the book open, Shiro used Affinity to open up his mind. He sought a way to interpret the words and fix the meanings in his head. As he read, the words began to merge into phrases and then the meanings he sought, until he read paragraphs at a time. Within two hours, he closed the book, finished, and sat back. Closing his eyes he let the entirety of the book flow through his brain. He grabbed a thread of a concept and then joined it to others. It seemed like a puzzle as he fought with all of the information to make sense of it.
He began to write on strips of bamboo for insertion into a scroll. Evening became night and night became dawn by the time Shiro finished. He stood up and massaged his back. He looked out of his window at the tiled roofs below, fading into the mist, enjoying the serenity of early morning. 
The history of Roppon had become like a tapestry of crazy threads. Red ran through much of it—the blood of hundreds of thousands. It sickened him to know how obdurate the political system of Roppon had remained through the centuries. The conclusions in the book didn’t fit the connections that Shiro had made, but he understood that he had cut through the posturing and found a truer version than what the author had intended. 
Roppon was a closed society. Growth frowned upon. All activities were devoted to carrying on ancient traditions within the authority of a rigid bureaucracy. The inflexibility prompted a higher degree of control. The nobles who reported to the emperor in Boriako were vassals and existed to enforce the continuation and preservation of traditions. The Emperor viewed all change as a threat to his position.
Now he knew why his father had left this city to go to a far end of Roppon. A remote villager had the most freedom since the bureaucracy didn’t really care what happened on a village level and a distant village in a peaceful prefecture wouldn’t even be subject to army levies. Guild tests were another matter. Shiro cursed in the dawn’s light for his ill luck.
The Guild had insinuated itself into the bureaucracy. All allegiance to the empire meant total loyalty to the moribund bureaucracy. Sorcerers weren’t really killed or displaced by the lords at a whim, despite what Boreko had told him, but by their actions against the interests of the bureaucracy. Shiro looked at the scroll sticks on his desk. He’d have to rewrite his words. The assignment, as written, wouldn’t just be unacceptable, but it would be dangerous. 
He threw the sticks in a little bucket of water and said a simple spell to agitate the water sufficiently to erase his characters. Shiro laughed. He had written them in the common alphabet and would have to rewrite them in the noble tongue anyway.
A knock on his door stopped his train of thought. He stooped down to see if the sticks were clean. They were. 
“Shiro is present. You may enter.” He said the greeting that all used.
The door slid open revealing his mentor. Boreko smiled and presented Shiro with a little bow, his hands held a tray of food.
“May I bring breakfast? Knowing you, the book consumed your evening.”
“Night and early morning. I finished it all,” Shiro said. “I need to talk to you about what I wrote.”
Boreko’s eyes drifted to the bucket full of scroll sticks. “And you erased it all?”
“All.” Shiro looked into Boreko’s eyes.
“I’m an old man,” Boreko said. “Carry this tray. We will eat in the garden where I will put a listening barrier into place.”
Shiro followed Boreko out his door. They descended cold stone stairways, only inhabited by a few bleary-eyed apprentices, and exited the dormitory building into a garden quadrangle they had never met in before. Here dark interlinking ponds provided fish for the guild. This place of contemplation was unknown to apprentices. Shiro had never seen such beauty on the Guild grounds.
Boreko led him to a bench out in the middle of small raked gravel clearing. His mentor closed his eyes and Shiro could feel a shimmer of magic and then nothing.
“We can speak privately. It’s not unusual for listening barriers in the gardens, but it’s not done in the dormitories. Sometimes being open to observance is a defense against the assumption of more fanciful motives.”
Shiro understood. He couldn’t help but give his mentor half of a smile. The very act of putting up a shield would call attention to their conversation anyway.
Boreko uncovered a big bowl and ladled a helping of chicken soup and threw a handful of rice into his smaller bowl. He ate a few spoonfuls, encouraging Shiro to do the same. “Now what has you so upset?”
“I’m not upset,” Shiro said, his eyes narrowing. How did Boreko know?
“Your face. Your face shows a night spent struggling with unpleasant concepts. Your smile is unusually reluctant to emerge this morning.”
Shiro pursed his lips. He had thought about cynicism before, now he felt immersed in it. “Roppon is not a nice place to live.”
Boreko shrugged, not even pausing while he ate.
“The bureaucracy runs the empire, even the emperor. The Guild enforces the rules of the bureaucracy just as the armed forces of the lords fight futilely for dominance.”
“Wonderful insight. Your thoughts are not for open company, you know. This kind of thinking isn’t supposed to arise until you are too deep in the clutches of the system that you have no choice but to submit to it. You still have lots of choices.”
Boreko’s attitude shocked Shiro. How could he be so blasé about it all? His mentor obviously joined him in his views. “But you aren’t killed!”
“Once I retired from carrying a sword and killing people and breaking things, I decided to show my talent. I had successfully evaded the Guild Test and learned of my power while under Tishima’s command. He had enlisted Mistokko some time before, even though the captain is much younger than I. The Guild needed a new weapons master and Tishima retired to take the post, dragging me along with him. Eleven years ago, I took training as you have. Can you imagine a fifty-year-old apprentice? By then I had mastered how to dissemble. I have retained my mastery.” Boreko smiled wistfully at Shiro. “It’s not an easy existence, knowing that your life supports the Guild. Every sorcerer is a potential assassin. Every order is a command, with failure bringing possible death. Such things don’t happen often, but they do happen.” Boreko clicked his tongue and said, “Not an easy existence at all.” Boreko’s visage turned hard and grim. The happy indulgent mentor had disappeared.
“Can’t you leave?”
Boreko pulled another helping of rice out of his bowl with eating sticks and popped a tiny tomato into his mouth, looking out at the garden. “I could, but I’d be subject to Yushidon’s command at any time. Only a few have truly broken from the Guild. Mistokko could be called to serve any time he puts in at a new destination. As long as he sails his ship from port to port,” Boreko shook his head, “the Guild doesn’t know where he might be. If he settled down in Roppon for any length of time, he’d end up in their clutches. Yushidon is the real power on Roppon, any time if he chooses. He guides the bureaucracy, even though the lords don’t know it. If he wanted to go to war and do something idiotic like invade Besseti, he could.”
Shiro’s breath shortened. The feeling of panic, of desperation grasped his lungs and weakened his legs. He knew the guild acted as a force in the government, but nothing so significant. “So what can I do?”
His question met with another shrug. “My advice still remains the same. Learn as much as you can and be ready for whatever happens. You won’t be assigned to a lord, not being of noble blood. I’m sure the Guild Council doesn’t know what to make of you, yet. Try to keep your head down. Your scroll sticks?”
“What about my sticks…” Shiro understood and nodded. “Rewrite them as the professor would expect them to be.”
Boreko smiled and nodded. “Precisely. You used your talent to read and understand the words. I’ve read that book. The feckless author didn’t realize the truth rested so plainly between the lines that he wrote. You’ve done a wonderful job since all of the nuance that you caught was written in the court tongue.”
Shiro forced down more breakfast. He couldn’t taste a thing in his upset state. “I should have never read it.”
“You didn’t have a choice. Now you have to learn acting. It’s not a class taught at the Guild, but you’ll have to learn to act if you wish to survive. Those who advance to your level of understanding, that do not fit in, disappear either before or during your Final Test.”
The sun broke through the mist and Shiro’s forehead warmed in the light. Generally he’d smile at the first kiss of the sun, but now it only seemed like a fever.
“I have classes. I think I’ll take my time writing the report… perhaps a week. I have enough to think about.”
“Don’t shirk your other duties. I noticed you’ve been assigned to Advanced Affinity. You start next week. Propitious timing don’t you think?” A ghost of a smile slid across Boreko’s face. “Learn. Learn well, my son.”
My son. Boreko had never used that term with him before. It brought tears to Shiro’s eyes. He felt so isolated despite Boreko’s intimate advice.
“I won’t disappoint, Master.” He returned a never-used honorific to his mentor.
Boreko grasped Shiro’s shoulder. “I don’t expect you to. Now go!  I’ll return the tray. I wouldn’t mind a bit of your uneaten portion if you don’t mind.”
An image like a bursting iridescent soap bubble flashed through Shiro’s mind as Boreko broke the listening barrier. Shiro quickly returned to his room. On his way, he passed Roniki scowling at him from a side path in the garden. Boreko had been wise to protect them from unwanted ears.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER SIX
~
SMUGNESS. THAT DOMINATED THE FACES of those who Shiro passed on his way to the only open seats in Advanced Affinity. He sat on one of the few cushions left. He scowled that it had to be on the front row. The tall spare sorcerer read with his back turned to the students. He turned and sneered at Shiro. Why did Roniki have to teach this class?
Shiro would definitely dampen his talent during this course, but that notion fought with his desire to learn. He squinted at Roniki and brought out his inkpot, brush and scroll sticks from the same kind of bag that all students carried.
“We’ll start our class with a legend about magic on our world of Goriati. Over two thousand years ago, a great wizard-ruler of the entire world created four stones that could collect power to communicate to the four emperors who ruled over each continent. Imagine that, stones that possessed Affinity. 
The Moonstone went to the Zarroni Emperor, A Serytari. The Bloodstone served the Overlord of the petty kingdoms on Besseti. The Sunstone—ah, the Sunstone—let our beloved Emperor communicate with the wizard-ruler from Roppon. As for the wizard-ruler, he took the Purestone to his capital in the center of Ayrtani continent.”
“Shiro, do you know what happened from there?”
Did Roniki call on Shiro to expose him as an ignorant farmer? It wouldn’t happen, since the story had been written in the book that he had read the previous week. “The Emperors used their stones to talk to each other. The Besseti Emperor fomented a rebellion.” Shiro knew that wasn’t the true story from the context of subsequent events as inferred by the book’s writer. “The wizard-ruler destroyed his own stone, the Purestone, and cut off the communications. Ayrtani became cursed, cut off from Affinity as a result. We know the story is somewhat true. The Moonstone was in the Zarroni dukedom of Bomai until fifteen or twenty years ago and the Bloodstone has long been the possession of the rulers of the Red Kingdom on Besseti. The Sunstone was forever lost. Ayrtani is certainly cursed without any active nexuses on the continent.”
“So the legend says,” Roniki said. “Good for you Shiro.” 
He didn’t think Roniki could bring himself to compliment him, but it seemed genuine.
Roniki turned his back to the class and turned dramatically to face them. “The importance of the warstones is a lie. The Bloodstone and Moonstone are aligned with the nexus, but we have other charms that do the similar things. They are artifacts, but carry no special powers other than to focus Affinity. Emperors and sorcerers alike have sought out the Sunstone. It has never been located in the hundreds of years since the Emperor banned it from Roppon.” Roniki shook his head. “Magic has been part of the fabric of our world for millennia. It is strongest here on Roppon, with nexuses so concentrated on our isles. 
“That’s all we need to know. Our power is the strongest and that’s not even in dispute. We’ve never been invaded by foreign powers because of our power and we’ve never bothered to expand our power beyond our isles. Why would we? How can other countries compare to the great traditions of Roppon? It’s all because of our magic. If our magic was ever threatened by this myth,” Roniki snorted, “then we would act. But it is a myth, so we have no reason to look beyond our lands. Our magic makes us strong, not some silly stones.
“In this class you will learn the secrets that only guild members know. When you complete this class, you will be ready for your Final Test.” Roniki waved the thought away, but Shiro looked around and the prospects of the Final Test unnerved them all. Roniki began to talk of the magic of the elements.
Most Ropponi magic came from the earth. However, as Mistokko demonstrated and taught Shiro, one could harness the air to create winds. Because of the rarity of that talent, those who exhibit Affinity to the air were assigned as wind masters to ships. 
Despite Roniki’s self-assurance, Shiro knew the man merely spouted Guild dogma. The books and scrolls that Shiro had gone through contained the same ideas, but not as absolute fact. The other apprentices gobbled up all of Roniki’s words and took them to heart. 
Occasionally, Shiro had thought about the prospects of becoming a respected sorcerer and this class showed him that it would not happen. Not due to his lack of Affinity, but because he doubted if he possessed the political skills to change his peers’ dogmatic views. A culling looked more and more like a release from all of this madness. He’d have to have some frank discussions with Boreko.
Shiro did his best to restrain his magic until the third week of class. All exercises were done on a practice yard where benches were set up fifteen feet apart. A student asked Roniki why fifteen feet?
Roniki never smiled at Shiro, he sneered. This time he gave Shiro an evil grin as he walked to the center of the practice yard.
“Why fifteen feet of separation? Let me tell you a story. Once there was a tradesman in a remote village. No sorcerers served anywhere near this village. The young man married soon after his Affinity blossomed. He never knew he had power, so he kept up with his trade. His wife bore him children, but as his work became extraordinary through his power, his family’s health worsened.” Roniki paused for effect and then turned and pierced Shiro with his gaze. “It became so bad that his wife died and his children died, leaving the poor man alone. In despair he killed himself when sorcerers finally tested him and found him with Affinity. Magic kills those around you, students. It can kill all around you, until you learn a few tricks that I will show you.”
Silence darkened the practice yard as if thick clouds had rolled in. Roniki walked past Shiro and said quietly, “Do you need a suitable length of rope to hang yourself for what you have done, farmer?”
Shiro’s mouth dropped open. He recoiled from the sheer malice of his professor. The shock that Roniki observed wasn’t the devastation from the revelation of why his family died, but the astonishment that the man held Shiro in such contempt. He’d done nothing to merit such intense hatred.
“Now, for your last assignment of the day, I want you to raise your benches, turn them over and put them top down on the ground,” Roniki said.
Most of the apprentices could easily levitate the benches, but turning them over ended up a challenge for all as the benches began crashing to the ground. None were able to do as Roniki asked.
Shiro’s anger at Roniki thinned his control. He took a deep breath after a few moments. After the others had finished, he used his power to throw his bench high above the rooftops of the Guild and twirl the bench as it descended stopping a few inches from the ground before being gently lowered the rest of the way. For Shiro, it had been as easy as doing it with his physical body.
Roniki’s face reddened as Shiro turned to him. “Assignment complete,” Shiro said as he gave his instructor a bow and left the practice ground without another word.
~
“Not a prudent move, Shiro,” Boreko said that evening. “Word of your demonstration is now on the tongues of every sorcerer and apprentice. The levitation is not unusual, but the control of bringing the bench down and lowering slowly to the ground.” Boreko shook his head. “That’s sorcerer level.”
“Eighth level or higher? That’s what Mistokko said.”
Boreko laughed. “How would Mistokko know? He wouldn’t know an eighth level sorcerer from a fish dead for a few weeks. Your lowest sorcerer level is a five. Mistokko would be rated as a fifth level sorcerer because he’d never really been trained after graduating. His Affinity to air might bump him up to a six since he can levitate using air. As for me, I’m a hard-earned eight. So is Tishima. Training increases your rating. I don’t really know where you fall. Twelve? Fifteen?  Theoretically, the levels go all the way to twenty. I would say maybe there are no level fifteens in existence. No more. Yushidon is a twelve. Roniki is probably a level ten. Council members must at least demonstrate a level ten competence, but levels are not something politely discussed.
“Your talent is so raw, yet so easily learned. You learned to levitate yourself using air on board the Wicked Wind. Initial levitation at the Guild is taught by repelling the power in the earth. The control—”
“You mentioned the control and sorcerer level.”
Boreko nodded. “Learning control like you displayed generally takes years of study. Only the most promising apprentices are able to do what Roniki asked after some help from their mentors. Most of the rest will spend the rest of the course mastering that exercise as well as a few others that I am sure you can do with a few hours practice, if that much. It took Mistokko years before he could levitate as you did on your first try.”
“If he only hadn’t told my story.”
“What about your story?”
Shiro took a deep breath. “He provoked me. In front of the whole class, he told my story. He termed me a tradesman, but we both knew whose story it was. He described how my magic came to me after I married and how I killed my family. In his version, I despaired so deeply that I took my own life. He asked, as he passed by me, if he could supply the rope to hang myself.”
Boreko blinked his eyes in astonishment. “Oh. I didn’t think his jealousy ruled him so much as to hurt you out of such sheer malice.”
“Jealousy? You said jealousy?”
His mentor took a deep breath. “The power that you possess only comes once every few generations to those born into noble families. If you were noble, you would certainly be on a path to vie for the position of Guildmaster after Yushidon retires. I am not supposed to tell you that. Roniki has designs on that position. He’ll never get it, of course. A man that ambitious attracts enemies like flies, but still, he is on the Council and you aren’t. Although the Council doesn’t hate you like Roniki does, it would never let a farmer lead them. You lack the political skills, Shiro.”
Shiro wondered about his parents. “I’ve already come to that conclusion. Perhaps my mother was noble. My parents came from Boriako.”
They both sighed. “No one would know now, Shiro,” Boreko said. “You grew up in a remote village and have no ability to prove your lineage. It doesn’t matter at this point whose blood flows through your veins, my son.” 
Boreko grasped Shiro’s hand. “Another thing between us, Shiro? Don’t repeat today’s performance. It is vital that you control yourself. Roniki will think he has devastated you. Act that way. Show him that you are sorry for yourself. Show him despair. Use that as the excuse that you performed so well. That would be the kind of victory that Roniki seeks. Give it to him, all the while soaking in his instruction. Despite it all, he knows as much about magic instruction as any in the Guild. Learn it so at some later time, if the circumstances arise, you can use it against him. Of course, you didn’t hear me say that either, did you?” Boreko winked at Shiro and shoved him in the shoulder.
“I’ve been deeply disturbed that I killed my family from the moment that Mistokko inadvertently told me, but that is my fault and no one else’s. It doesn’t move me to kill myself, but I will always regret losing my wife and children. It will always tear at my heart.”  Shiro found that Roniki had, indeed, re-opened up the wound that would never heal.
~
Desiku led Shiro to a far corner of the practice yard with two wooden practice swords under his arm. “I know you practiced arms with a certain seaman who knows how to augment his technique. I want to know how much he taught you.” He tossed a sword to Shiro and then assumed a fighting stance. “Show me your best.”
Shiro hadn’t handled a sword since he started weapons training. He stepped back to perform a few quick forms to loosen up. Desiku stayed in his position. He didn’t know Desiku’s technique, but he assumed it would be better than Mistokko’s. He frantically sought the memories of what the captain had told him and remembered one of the keys was to exercise restraint. 
The whirlwind of attack from his opponent took Shiro by surprise, but his power gave him endurance, while he successfully fought off the onslaught. Slash, parry, slash parry, and slide to the right, dance to his left. The match took on a rhythm of it own. The focus came and Shiro’s actions both physical and magically enhanced became automatic. He made sure that he sipped power to maintain his strength and wind as the match progressed. 
Shiro vaguely became aware of silence in the practice yard. He heard Tishima yell close by and, thinking the comments might be for him, he paused. Desiku took advantage of Shiro’s momentary distraction to give him a hard blow on his wrist. The sword flew to the ground and Shiro stared at Desiku, ashamed in defeat, and bowed.
With the match over, Shiro looked back at the practice yard. All of the students had gathered to watch their match. Not a word had been spoken and perhaps Tishima had reproved a student for speaking. It didn’t matter. Shiro put his defeat down as a question that he had yet to find a solution for. How did one maintain focus and still have an awareness of the surroundings? If he had fought in something other than a duel, an outside player could have killed him without Shiro’s awareness.
He bowed again to Desiku. Tishima spoke to his students. “Now you might understand why Shiro learned other weapons than the sword? He fought my assistant for more than five minutes to a draw. Of course, Desiku prevailed, but who of you would have? Take this as an example of what level of expertise you seek. Go on now, practice the focus that you saw Shiro, our farmer, display.”
Shiro looked into the eyes of his fellow students and saw a variety of expressions, awe, dismissal, and resignation. He couldn’t discern one expression of support in those faces. If he couldn’t see one friendly face, how could he function as a guild master? Boreko was absolutely right.
Desiku put his hand on Shiro’s shoulder, once the others had withdrawn. 
“Mistokko taught you well. Just the right amount of power. Not many would choose to reinforce their breathing. It’s an easy spell and not detectable.”
“Not a fair fight for you,” Shiro said, trying to ignore the pain in his wrist. “I did learn—”
“What do you mean not a fair fight? I reinforced myself as you did. Strength and wind. The students would not have noticed. If any of them had the ability to fight without enhancement they would have been winded in less than a moment or two. Whoever taught you swordsmanship, did an admirable job. Now, you were saying about what you learned?”
“Tishima distracted me. I don’t know what he said, but only that his words pierced my concentration and that was the deadly pause that you used to strike my wrist.” Shiro now held his arm up. The pain made him say the last few words through his teeth. The excitement of the duel had run out and now his arm throbbed.
“Ah, you can overcome that and deal with Tishima’s little trick tomorrow, even with a bound arm,” Desiku said. “Battle strategy. You need to employ it whenever you are in danger of encountering more than one opponent.” He broke into a smile. “Go to the infirmary and have them heal that. You are done for the day.”
Shiro left the field. He glanced at Tishima, who beckoned him to join him on the raised walkway.
“Very good. You were nearly a match for Desiku today. Even I couldn’t detect your enhancements magically, but I’m experienced enough to know you both used your power. Should you ever need our assistance, at any time, be assured we are your friends, Desiku and I. Go now and see to your wrist.”
Through the pain of his injury, Shiro didn’t know if he wanted to be drafted into Tishima’s group. He had plenty of respect for all four friends, but he still had reservations about trusting any of them, with the exception of Boreko. However, no other apprentices had ever approached him with any friendly intentions at all.
He reached the infirmary and a healer examined his injury.
“Swordplay?” The healer clicked his tongue. “Master Tishima is too free with his students. Who broke your wrist? I’ll report him.”
The request took Shiro by surprise. “I’d rather not say. We were involved in an intense sparring match. I hold no grudge against my opponent.”
The healer glared and waved his hand over the wound. He looked at Shiro’s face. “Have you never been healed before?”
Shiro shook his head. “We had a woman who healed in our village, but this is the first broken bone that I have had.”
“Women!” The healer screwed up his face and returned to concentrate on Shiro’s wrist. He felt an itching of some kind deep below his skin. “The bone is now knit, but you’ll have to be careful with the injury for a week. No more swordplay!”
Shiro didn’t appreciate being treated like a child, but he didn’t want a new enemy, so he gathered his things and quickly left. The wrist throbbed, tingled and itched all at the same time. He’d never had a bone treated by a healer-sorcerer. In fact, he’d never been healed for anything. 
He’d not practice with weapons, as asked, but that wouldn’t stop him from seeking more counsel from Desiku or Tishima. Fighting in groups and learning to split his focus seemed to be a vital element missing from his instruction.
The next day, Shiro sought out Desiku on the practice field, but he didn’t appear. He finally approached Master Tishima. He bowed low and asked for an audience.
Tishima had him come up to the raised walkway. “Looking for Desiku?”
Shiro curtly bowed his head.
“He has been re-assigned to the Southern Isle. Guard duty. Because of you, I’m afraid.”
A frown turned down Shiro’s lips. “I didn’t tell the healer anything, even though he asked.”
“I knew you wouldn’t. One of them.” Tishima turned his head and gazed over the heads of the practicing apprentices. “Instructors aren’t supposed to break bones under any circumstances. I’m afraid Desiku was overzealous in his match. I look upon your wrist as an indication of how much of a challenge you were for him.”
Shiro grabbed his wrist. “I wanted to learn more. I need to learn how to split my focus so I’m more aware of my surroundings.”
Master Tishima grabbed the railing with both hands and laughed. “You are precocious, farmer. I’m releasing you from weapons training. You’ll just have to practice on your own.”
The news disappointed Shiro.
“Don’t take it as a demotion. It’s graduation. Desiku is one of Roppon’s best swordsmen and you fought him well. None of these,” Tishima jerked his chin towards the students, “are suitable practice partners. For splitting your focus, Boreko will do well enough. It’s not a martial art, but an enhancement to your mental powers. It is excellent that you see the need. It’s all you have left to do with me. Good luck, Shiro. I hold out my offer to you again. Should you ever require help in any way, seek out any four of us. You are dismissed. Farewell.”
Shiro bowed to Master Tishima and left in a cloud of confusion.
~
Roniki lifted up his finger to stop him from continuing to answer the question that he had asked of Shiro. “Did you have a female healing with power in your village?” Roniki said, anger darkening his face. “You are mistaken. Women have no Affinity.”  His eyes went wide and he lifted his finger again. “Don’t argue with me. It is a myth that women can tap into the power in any way. She’s just talented with herbs and poultices.”
Shiro nearly sighed. At least he hadn’t brought the subject up. Roniki came into the class rather well informed. The person who treated his arm obviously told Roniki of their conversation. The healer had obviously been responsible for Desiku’s dismissal as well. 
“The woman healer in Koriaki never claimed to heal with power.” But the notion of women with power was a novel thought. As he remembered the village healer’s results, he could believe she used some kind of power. He knew those who had been healed and trusted what they said. 
Female sorcerers, another political issue!  Roniki taught with more rigid dogma than his Political Theory professor ever did. His harangues never ended. The Guild Council must be an incredible collection of stubborn old men. Although Roniki wasn’t old, his concepts were set in ancient stone.
~
With his weapons class over, Shiro spent that time with Boreko. He wanted to begin talking about fragmenting his focus, but first he wanted to get his mentor’s opinion of women sorcerers.
“Women don’t seem to have an equal access to Affinity than men do. It’s certainly not a mental issue. I’ve known enough women with minds of steel, but it might just be part of the physical makeup of men. That’s not to say there are no female sorcerers. I personally believe that there might be thousands of them among us. As far as the Emperor and Guild are concerned, women have no place in the hierarchy of magic practitioners. It’s all nonsense, of course. The best healers I’ve ever seen were women. But they are persecuted and in some prefectures if women sorcerers are found, they can be put to death. Not many practice openly except in remote villages.”
That made sense to Shiro, but the ignoring of simple fact by the Guild didn’t. “Is it possible to change the Guild’s minds?”
Boreko shook his head. “No. The Guild would have to admit women and that would dilute their power. Don’t bring it up. Even thinking such a thing could get you reassigned. A broken bone was all it took for Desiku. Some similar gaffe is all it would take. Would you like to spend the rest of your life as a stableboy in some obscure guild house?”
Shiro contemplated Boreko’s words. “It doesn’t seem very fair to dismiss someone just for what they believe. Perhaps running a stable might be preferable to being culled.”
“You speak like a teenager, Shiro. Start thinking like an adult. We live in a structured world and if we don’t like the structure, it is we who will suffer.” Boreko said. The man shivered at his own advice. 
Shiro had to smile. “A teenager, eh? I remember coming here months ago and you thought I was in my thirties.”
Boreko laughed and then turned serious. “That doesn’t dismiss the fact that you are still convinced that you can rebel against the Guild.”  He rubbed his head and said, “Now let us talk about fragmented focus. It is a little-practiced talent among most sorcerers. I’ll bet there are only a handful in the Guild headquarters who know how to do it. The talent is required for survival in battle. You need to split your mind into pieces. You start doing it on your own, and then you will enhance it with your power. It is openly taught to battle sorcerers as a defensive measure when fighting other sorcerers.”
“Battling sorcerers? Does that ever happen?”
Boreko nodded. “In feudal wars between the lords. Sorcerers can attack your mind. If you fragment your focus, then only part of your consciousness will be affected. When you enhance your powers, it increases your focus on what you are doing. That was why your attention was restricted to Desiku’s actions and it took Tishima’s piercing spell to disturb you.”
“You mean Tishima did it on purpose?”
“Of course. Desiku wasn’t affected by the call and it was Tishima’s attempt, if you will, to end the fight.”
Shiro rubbed his wrist. “A painful way to stop the duel.”
“And so, Desiku paid for it with his banishment.”
Even his ‘friends’ had toyed with him. Shiro felt anger take over. “I’m not happy.”
“There is no requirement for you to be happy about it. Desiku and Tishima paid mightily for damaging your wrist. They didn’t want to be accused of favoritism. I’ve told you enough times that we do things we may not like if they have a purpose to keep hostile eyes from looking in our direction.”
Shiro’s anger transitioned to reflection, now that he knew the entire picture. His misgivings about his four mentors, Mistokko, Boreko, Tishima and Desiku, faded away. They had dragged him into their little cabal for his own protection and, like it or not, he would have to help them as they had offered to help him.
“Now here are some exercises that I want you to perform. Knowing you, fragmented focus will soon be second nature.”
Shiro went from moving his eyebrows independently of each other to being able to think in three streams of thought in a few weeks. He couldn’t do much more than channel his thoughts, but he could do it.
“Excellent, Shiro. Now we will enhance your thoughts so you can expand your mind in an instant. Let me teach you a spell to get you started. With practice you’ll be able to initiate the fragments with a thought.”
Shiro practiced all day long, thinking about one thing as he focused on another. His abilities responded to his persistent efforts.
~
Shiro approached Master Tishima and asked for a sparring match with one of his students to make sure he could focus under stress.
“You use battle sticks and I’ll have three students fight you with swords. I will ensure that all of you will know the consequences of breaking bones.” Tishima nodded to Shiro and said quietly, “By the way, Desiku sends his regards from Kyohama.”
Since Shiro had been pulled out of the weapons classes, he had not sparred with any other students. He looked at the practice field and realized that he didn’t see any apprentices, but sorcerers with substantial training in arms. He was sure none of them had ever observed his practices. They nearly sneered at Shiro as they went through their practice forms. Shiro observed them all and didn’t see them as challenges, but he needed this test.
Master Tishima called for the start of the match. Shiro began to fight the three. He split his mind, but a pause in his defense cost him a bruised upper arm as a slash made it past his defenses. Shiro fought back and turned around as he did so. He found that the fragmented focus did not put eyes in the back of his head. 
Shiro had to make sure he didn’t strike back with any force. He could break bones as well as his attackers and that wouldn’t do.
Tishima called out again. His opponents hesitated, but the fragment that he used to focus on his fighting didn’t stop, but he processed the intent of Tishima’s call without missing a thought. He had passed the test and began to take care of his opponents. 
He tapped on the sorcerers’ hands, not striking as hard as Desiku, but soon the three stood holding bruised hands with their wooden swords at their feet. Tishima called the exercise to a close.
Shiro bowed to his opponents and then to Master Tishima, who nodded, locking pleased, as he left the practice field. He fought to keep a smile off of his face, but as soon as he found himself alone on a walkway, he pumped his fists in the air. 
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
~
THE TIME FOR THE FINAL TEST FINALLY ARRIVED for Shiro. He had succeeded in not antagonizing Roniki any more than his mere existence in the Advanced Affinity class did. Boreko told him that he had learned all that the Guild had to offer apprentices, including how to restrict the sapping of life energy when tapping into the nexus and how to borrow power from other sorcerers. Any further instruction would come after the Final Test, which could come at any time. 
Shiro doubted that he fit into the Guild’s plans. Boreko confirmed those suspicions. In fact his fellow sorcerers had virtually ostracized Shiro’s mentor. They had spent the last week strategizing about eventualities and both were prepared for the worst possible outcome: banishment for both of them.
A knock appeared at Shiro’s door. Two men, faces hooded in red robes, thrust out a white robe for testing. Shiro took it and the men withdrew for a few moments permitting him to dress in private. 
Shiro removed his black apprentice robe and pulled on the shirt, pants and farm boots he initially brought with him. He put a knife on his belt and stuffed food and money everywhere he thought it wouldn’t show. If it were his lot to be banished, Shiro refused to go unprepared. If he passed, the clothes and supplies would merely be put back into his wardrobe.
Shiro walked out into the hallway and, with both men flanking him, they made their way to the testing room. They descended stone steps leading down to the testing chamber in a basement level that Boreko had told him about. Apprentices were not allowed below ground. Shiro could feel why. The humming of a nexus vibrated beneath his feet. He let it top up his power.
Torchlight painted the dark, windowless room in flickering yellow lights. Surely they could have spelled light globes, but it would reduce the intimidation that was surely part of the test. 
Shiro stood in the center facing the arc of a low table. All of the seven men seated before him wore hooded yellow robes. All were masters in the Guild. The two red-robed escorts stood in front of the only door leading out.
Master Yushidon in the center began. “Show me how to destroy a letter.” He offered a parchment page to Shiro.
Shiro placed it on the stone floor and muttered the right spell with the right gesture, incinerating the parchment with a flash of light and sparks.
The next five men requested similar demonstrations of proficiency including Tishima asking him to repeat his little storm trick. The last man, Roniki, sat back with his arms folded. Shiro’s heart beat more quickly as he prepared for the worst.
“Reconstitute the burnt page,” the figure requested. Tishima sat up from his place at the table and complained that it was an unfair question. 
“Do you withdraw the question?” Yushidon said. By the blasé delivery of the inquiry, Shiro realized that whatever plan Roniki hatched Master Yushidon might be in on it. 
His heart sank, as Roniki defiantly said, “No.”
Immediately Shiro realized that a trap had been sprung. He didn’t know what rule he could possibly have violated. He was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t. He gestured and muttered the words that brought back a page floating in front of him. He let the page levitate towards Roniki. He could see the man flinch as the letter came closer.
The man snatched it from the air and read the page. “This man has violated our laws of confidentiality. Our rule is once a sorcerer destroys a document, it is never, ever to be brought back. To do so would violate our pledge to the bureaucracy, the emperor and our patrons. We have no choice. Shiro of Koriaki has forfeited his right to a place with us.” Roniki’s voice was the embodiment of disdain mixed with triumph.
Shiro glanced at Tishima, who sat back with his arms folded, face impassive.
“Remove your robe,” Master Yushidon said. Other’s moved to protest, but the master waved away their complaints.
Shiro complied, revealing his old clothes, ready to face banishment. 
“Wearing clothes under your robes. This stinks of Boreko’s involvement.” Shiro could feel Roniki’s sneer. “He will join you in your banishment.”
The men in red left the room, returning moments later escorting Boreko to the center of the room. 
“I am sorry Boreko. Did you warn the apprentice to be prepared for failure?” Master Yushidon’s face was red with rage.
Boreko only nodded.
“You will accompany him. I am grateful for your service to the Guild. May your death be quick and painless.” The Master waved his hands and recited a spell. The council immediately disappeared from Shiro’s sight.
~
“You’re just too smart for our own good,” Boreko said with resignation looking over the flat horizon. The sun began peeking over a faraway ridge, giving little warmth to the cold air. The flat landscape was sloshed with the same dull light brown color, bleached of contrast and devoid of any vegetation.
“Any idea where we are?” Shiro began to pull out his supplies. Boreko took his robe off revealing traveling clothes of his own. In a few minutes, they looked at two piles of supplies at each other’s feet. Yushidon expected them both to die. Shiro would delight in proving the guildmaster wrong. Boreko had been removed with little more than token thanks. Shiro couldn’t believe the dispassionate way he had been banished. Tishima had never given him an encouraging word other than his test. What else could the old weapons master do?
“No way to tell. It all looks the same for a hundred miles. Teleporting is something not taught to apprentices and not all sorcerers can do it. I never really learned how to do it well, since I always needed the help of two or three sorcerers for me to generate the power to do so. I think these are the Barren Lands of the South Isle. They aren’t just barren of sustenance, but little Affinity exists here. Never had a knack for directions.” Boreko said wringing his hands. 
“You’re in luck. I do have a knack for directions. Move away from me.” Shiro waited for Boreko to walk ten paces away. He closed his eyes and said a battle spell that was useful in locating a ruler’s enemy in time of war. Turning his head halfway to his left, he pointed. “There is the closest concentration of human life. It looks like we’re headed south.”
The two re-distributed their provisions and hiked off towards the south. Before long, Boreko started to limp. “New shoes from Remi?” Shiro asked. “They’ll break in before we’re through. Make sure you don’t get blisters.” 
Boreko just gave Shiro a dirty look. They trudged on. Needing all the strength they could muster, Shiro didn’t use any more magic for navigation. The sun beat down on the pair and at midday, he cut the hem of Boreko’s robe to provide wrappings for both of their heads.
As they walked throughout the day, they occasionally passed human bones littering the land. There were few plants and none of them looked edible. Culling. Shiro thought there was a good reason for culling crops and animals, but never human beings. As he walked his anger grew at the Guild for their arrogant callousness. He was not one to be culled—especially for political reasons. Then he paused, letting Boreko walk ahead. Is that what I did with my family? Did I inadvertently cull them? The thought chilled Shiro. 
They stopped at night by an outcropping of rocks. A number of bleached skeletons littered the area. Shiro stopped his thoughts to consider the placement of the skeletons. Why did they all die here? He began poking a soft sandy spot with his knife. 
“What are you doing?” Boreko said. 
“Making sure we are the exception rather than the rule, my friend.” After a few more pokes, a four-foot snake slithered up from the sand to be skewered by Shiro. He grabbed the creature behind the head as it twisted and coiled and then cut its head off. “Dinner.”
Boreko made a gagging sound. “I can’t eat that.”
Shiro smiled as he began to skin the snake. “Suit yourself. That only means more for me. We’re not eating it raw, by the way. I’m sure between the two of us, we know a good spell for heating rocks.”
Shiro walked around the cropping and found a properly shaped stone. He used a destruction spell to create a bowl out of the rock. His lightning trick provided the water. He drank from the stone bowl and let the miniature storm fill the bowl again for Boreko. Later, the pair had actually eaten their fill. Boreko rose unsteadily and walked around the outcrop to his friend.
“Here is your water ration. Drink all of it. There must not be much moisture in the air for this took more out of me than I thought. I won’t have any trouble sleeping tonight.”
Boreko walked over to the sandy patch. Shiro grabbed him by the arm. “No. There may be other creatures in the sand. We sleep on harder ground.” He found a flat spot and began picking rocks from the surface. “Sleep on your robe and you’ll be fine.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
~
TWO WEEKS LATER, BOREKO COLLAPSED into the arms of a shepherd as the pair stumbled in, gaunt and tattered, from the Barren Lands. Through puffed eyes, Shiro could barely make out the village of stuccoed mud huts and meager gray-green vegetation. The lanes were filled with debris blown in from the lands they had just emerged. Shiro saw men, women and children dressed in dusty black. They had reached their goal. 
A man brought a jug of water.
“Thank you.” Shiro croaked as his energy had been magically used up keeping Boreko alive. He gave in to oblivion now that he no longer needed to keep driving to survive.
~
He woke, seeing the smiling, now clean-shaven face of Boreko above him.
“Welcome to the land of the living. We didn’t know if you had enough life left in you to recharge your power.” His mentor looked worried as well as younger without his wispy beard.
“I wouldn’t say my energy level is high, but I’m greatly recovered. There must be some power running close to this village. How are you, my friend? You lost your brush.” Shiro felt his own stubbled face.
“I just needed some food, water, rest and a new look to celebrate our survival.” Boreko smiled, patting his clean-shaven skin. He actually looked rather fit, having lost so much weight on the trek.
“Survival. I wasn’t sure we’d make it, but I’m glad we did.” Shiro raised his hand and Boreko grabbed it. “Are imperial notes good here?”
“Yes, but at a steep discount. We have enough funds to get us back to the Guild, although I’m sure we’d not be welcome there.” Boreko let go of Shiro’s hand and went to the end of the bed. “Remember my advice to you at the Guild about not getting involved in a political fight?”
Shiro nodded as he pushed himself to a sitting position, sipping from a cup of water.
“I think it’s time to fight back. I’ve spent my whole career in the Guild cowering to exist. They never trusted me enough to be a court sorcerer and I’m not ready to forgive the masters for what they did to you. You shouldn’t have been culled and I shouldn’t have joined you. Not that your company went unappreciated.” Boreko gave Shiro a half smile.
“So what do you propose we do?”
“Go into competition.” Boreko folded his arms with a defiant look.
“That won’t work. You’ve let your anger twist your mind, a bit. As you recently taught me, the bureaucracy has a strict compact with the Guild. We haven’t the ability or the resources. I think of the Guild as a farm. They have the best land. They have a contract to deliver the best they produce. Everybody thinks the price is fair. If the produce isn’t right, the Guild will replace it without further charge, even if the customer throws the produce away. I don’t see how we could compete with no farm, no seeds, and no labor except for the two of us. I’m of a mind to head back to Koriaki and become a farmer again. But then, perhaps the Guild might have ways to eventually find us.
Boreko put his hand to his chin and thought for a few seconds. “Let’s assume they can. We’ll have to do something. What do you suggest? If we can’t compete, we can go into hiding until we develop a better strategy—something that we’ve never attempted.”
“Right we can both leave the Guild and not practice again.” Shiro said.
“We could fight back, but you are the only one that has superior power.  In any event, the bureaucracy is everywhere on Roppon. No one in all of the Ropponi islands would wish to help us, even if we did try to disappear, the bureaucracy would end our attempt from the outside and the other sorcerers from the inside. Besides, the common people wouldn’t risk supporting us. They like things the way they are. If the bureaucracy oppressed Roppon, it might be a different story, but most people don’t mind the way things are.”
“Unless you have talent.” Shiro had to admit he had learned his lesson about letting his anger get the best of him.
Boreko shrugged. “Maybe we could just leave. Maybe we could make our way to Besseti.”
“I’m afraid we’d always be different. I’ve not liked being different at the Guild.  Anyway, we have to find a way to shield ourselves from being discovered while we travelled,” Shiro said. 
“Easy enough. Just dampen your power. Let it flow back into the ground. It’s not much different from shielding your power from others.”
Shiro cocked his eyebrow. “They didn’t teach us that. If you let your power out, you won’t have enough to defend yourself.”
Boreko sighed. “You are probably right. In any case, we need to know more before we can re-enter into the world. I know just the man who can teach us,” Boreko said.
~
Spires and pagodas dominated the ancient skyline of Sekkoro, as Shiro and Boreko rode through the city gate. The old city spilled over from its prominent position guarding a large bay to the river delta below. Stone seawalls lined the lower town and created the base for docks jutting out into the bay. The myriad spikes of masts created the illusion of reeds on a shoreline. 
The upper city held the private library of one of the few retired sorcerers that Boreko knew. After wandering in the old twisting streets, they finally reached Ashiyo’s house. Shiro looked up at a soaring tower capped by a golden spire as Boreko pounded on the man-door at the side of set of high double doors, large enough for two carriages to pass.
“Who knocks?” a man said from a peephole.
“Tell your master that Boreko from the Guild awaits his audience.”
They didn’t have to wait long before the large gates opened and a man with lanky white hair flowing down his shoulders stood waiting for them to pass through.
“Boreko,” he said with outstretched arms. The two men hugged. “It’s been five years at least. What brings you to my home? I haven’t heard of a ship arriving from Boriako.”
“Let us talk inside. This is my friend, Shiro.” All three men bowed and then entered Ashiyo’s house.
The room was built in, what Ashiyo claimed, was typical Sekkoro fashion. Large open windows let in the sea breezes. In terraces that jutted out from every window, massive shutters were folded back ready to close and protect the interiors from angry autumn storms. The walls were stucco inside and thick enough to retain the coolness in the summer and heat in the winter. The architecture was much different from what Shiro had been used to far to the north. 
Ashiyo’s main room sported walls painted a light orange. Koriaki dwellings all used whitewash on the plaster walls in the village. Here, decorative mosaics of sea creatures created with embedded seashells broke up the flat surfaces on Ashiyo’s interior walls.
After they all held cups of wine and were seated and sipping comfortably in his sitting room, Boreko recounted every detail of their journey.
“I wouldn’t have believed it, if anyone else told me this story. Something is wrong with the Guild to allow this. Yushidon was always a bit of a puffed up charlatan, but this—how can I help?”
Shiro moved up to the edge of his cushion. “We need to learn defensive spells to protect us from Guild retribution.”
Boreko interrupted, “The Guild Council, especially Roniki and Yushidon might have to be removed in order to be certain of our safety.”  Why did Boreko say that?  They hadn’t agreed to do that.
Ashiyo sputtered. “You can’t be serious. One can’t just walk in and take over. There are protocols and procedures.”
Everywhere there were protocols and procedures. The bureaucracy insinuated its tentacles everywhere. “Which is why we are here,” Shiro said. “We don’t want to destroy the Guild, just disappear. Boreko tells me that you have the most complete library outside of the Guild.”
“It exceeds the scope of the Guild, I assure you,” Ashiyo said. “Show me something that shows me you are a sorcerer.”
“Lightning storm.” Boreko pointed to a large bowl of fruit on a high shallow table next to the wall across the room.
Shiro walked over to the bowl emptied it and showed Ashiyo his miniature storm.
From across the room, Ashiyo said, “Marvelous. No one taught you this?”
“I followed the instructions, I just put more into the spell.”
“I can feel your strength, even from over here. I believe you. Boreko? Shiro? My library and even I am at your disposal.”
~
“You said Ashiyo had a better library than at the Guild?” Shiro scratched his head as he closed another book.
“I heard it many times,” Boreko said. He gave Shiro a worried look.
“Ashiyo has perhaps twenty or thirty books on spells. I’ve read them all in my studies.” Shiro heard footsteps outside the library. “What’s going on?”
Ashiyo stepped inside the door. “I have a visitor.” Master Yushidon poked his head inside the library.
Shiro felt his stomach flip. He looked at Boreko and clamped his lips.
“I told you I wasn’t good at politics. Now you know why. I trusted Ashiyo.” Boreko looked at his host.
“I couldn’t say it better, my friend. I couldn’t have entered retirement without the cooperation of the Guild,” Ashiyo said.
“You lied about your library.” Shiro glared at Ashiyo and then at Yushidon.
Ashiyo waved his hand smiling. “I do have a more extensive library, it’s just not all magic and spells. If you will come with me.” He walked back into the corridor.
Boreko followed Yushidon. Shiro looked out the window and down the steep slope of the grounds. He wouldn’t last a minute in the Guild’s clutches. Could he abandon Boreko? Panic told him that he could. He made a move towards the windows and froze, unable to move his limbs.
“I’ll not give you an avenue of retreat,” Roniki said from behind. Shiro couldn’t turn to see his sneering face, but he could hear it plainly enough in the tone of his voice. “Sleep, farmer.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINE
~
SHIRO AWOKE AT THE BOTTOM OF A BOAT with five others rocking back and forth over him. He looked up at Boreko. “Sorry, old friend. I thought we’d be sent back to the Barren Lands.”
“It was easier to banish us to the most remote prison in Roppon. Not even a hearing. Yushidon handed us over to the Sekkoro authorities and we were immediately shipped out.”
“But we can use magic to escape.”
Boreko gave Shiro a weary look and helped him up. “Look.”
Shiro gazed out at the ocean and a lonely pier. “An island?”
His friend nodded his head. “We are three leagues from the main island shore. Roniki spelled you unconscious. Yushidon and he know neither of us know how to teleport. I woke just before we boarded. You were out cold when he put you to sleep.”
His stomach flopped at the prospect of spending the rest of his life on a prison island. He squinted up at the sun and sat up. 
“I guess there is one positive thing. There’s one thing I am excellent at, farming.” He put a positive spin on his words, but as he looked out at the horizon, he couldn’t shake the feeling of failure. 
“Never fear, friend. We’ll find a way to leave sooner than later. I have faith in you.” Boreko clutched Shiro’s shoulder and gave him a smile.
Rock-filled forests covered half of the island. Half of the arable land grew vegetables of many kinds, rice fields covered most of the flat land and the last portion of land produced wine grapes. Rain fell often and active springs provided drinking water. However, Shiro could feel only a trickle of power from the nexus. Not enough to quickly generate power. It could easily dribble out if he wasn’t careful and wouldn’t be able to refill enough of his ability to get them off of the island.
The guards assigned Shiro to the vegetable gardens and Boreko plucked weeds from between the grape vines. Both of them were surprised that the island held both male and female prisoners. All were banished for non-violent crimes or for irritating some noble.
Shiro weeded between rows of peas and ended up working alongside a rather homely old woman. He looked at her and found something odd about her appearance. She moved fluidly for one her age. Shiro tried to use his talent to see her through different eyes, but felt a barrier that appeared to him as a haze.
The mystery moved him to speak. “Hello,” he said. 
The woman only grunted.
“I said hello. Aren’t men and women workers allowed to talk?”
“They are if they are willing. I’m not willing,” the woman said as she continued to work with her weeding tool.
Her voice wasn’t the voice of an old woman. Some kind of glamour surrounded her. Could it be a shield? Shiro wanted to know more about the woman but she took her implement and walked off before he could ask.
That night, Shiro told Boreko about the old woman. “Have you heard of such a thing? I couldn’t sense power. But then, from what you told me, if she drained her power, would she be able to maintain the glamour? Could someone else have thrown a disguise over her?”
“You didn’t sense any magic?  This is something new. But give it time. We might have our whole lives to puzzle it out.” Boreko sighed and looked at his blistered hands. “It will be easy to keep my weight off in this place. I am worn out every single night.” He looked around.
Shiro followed his eyes. They sat across from each other in a barracks. Their beds consisted of thin straw mattresses supported by a rope grid over a wooden frame, just a few inches off of bare dirt. He noticed Boreko clamping his lips as he lay down to sleep for the night. The physical work didn’t harden him up like it did Shiro. The daily toil seemed to wear away at Boreko’s stamina.
Shiro continued to sit wondering what he would do. He didn’t feel as dejected as the day he set off for the Guildhall. His talent remained with him, but he now knew how to use it. Shiro wondered if he could learn the woman’s shield spell. Perhaps talent could be hidden in a similar method.  Why not? He rubbed his hand across his mouth, feeling his lips and his growing beard. Boreko spoke the truth; there would be plenty of time to figure out how.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TEN
~
AFTER TWO MONTHS ON THE ISLAND, Shiro still couldn’t get close to the old woman. He continually thought of her secret. She had become adept at avoiding him and there hadn’t been any opportunities to talk to her about the glamour. Shiro was certain she wore a magical disguise to hide her appearance and her Affinity. 
Lost in his thoughts, Shiro blinked when he heard shouting women. It sounded like a fight. Over a number of rows and twenty paces down the furrows, a group of women flailed their arms and screamed. He dropped his sack and ran towards the sounds.
The old woman wound herself in a ball as four other women kicked her from all sides. The guards just looked on, amused.
“Stop this. Stop it now!” Shiro yelled. He pulled the women away.
“Gods-damned witch,” said one.
“She and her high and mighty ways. Thinking she can barge into the harvest and take the easiest work,” an older woman said, giving the victim one last kick as Shiro pushed her away.
Shiro turned the old woman around. Her face began to swell and purple with bruises. He wondered how the rest of the poor woman’s body responded to all of the kicks. She was unconscious and still her disguise held. He picked her up and headed back towards the farm buildings.
“I need to take her to the infirmary,” Shiro said to a guard who worked on a harness.
“I’ll help you.” He laid down his work and helped Shiro carry the comatose woman to the whitewashed shack that served as the infirmary for inmates and guards alike. The guard slid the door open for Shiro and left.
“Hello!” Shiro called into the large shack. 
The walls were rough boards with a thatched roof. Every panel of the paper windows had been torn, much like the prisoner barracks. Inside, the shack looked more orderly. The infirmary had a floor made out of raked gravel rather than the dirt of his dwelling. He walked through to a small ward of four low beds. A little man slid a door to the side as he emerged from the back.
He rushed to the woman, still held in Shiro’s arms. “Mira!  What happened to her?”
“You know the old woman?”
“I do. We came to this wretched isle together.” He put his hand to her throat. “Her pulse is weak, but steady. Do you have a bit of time to help me with her? My shoulder is damaged and I need someone to help move her to an examination table in the other room.”
“Does your shoulder get you out of working in the fields?”
“It does along with the rest of this old body. That and I am the only healer on the island.” He directed Shiro to move the woman through the door the man came out of.
The table rose to waist height with a thin pad covered with a sheet. Shiro laid out the woman. As he moved her arms, he felt smooth skin where it looked rough and wrinkled. He felt her brow and couldn’t feel the wrinkles.
“You are a perceptive man.” 
“Shiro is the name. I was a farmer and am one again. You are?”
“Abe.”
“Did you know her before?”
Abe only nodded as he felt her skull. “Ah. A lump here.” He pulled back his hand and looked at blood. “Put this mirror by her mouth. I want to see her breath.”
Shiro did as he was told and looked at her breath cloud up the mirror and the old man continued to probe her scalp.
“Is she your wife?” Shiro said.
“No but we are related.” Abe looked at the mirror. “Ah, she breathes well enough.”
“Then she’s your daughter.” Shiro thought nothing ventured, nothing gained. “I noticed the glamour. Rather skillful. Not sure I’ve seen one before.”
Abe gasped. “Has the Guild sent you? Certainly a sorcerer wouldn’t dirty his hands in the field.”
“Just an apprentice who happened to fail the Testing and lived. A retired sorcerer turned my companion and I in for surviving the Barren Lands.”
“Ashiyo in Sekkoro?”
“The very man. His hospitality aided my companion and I in finding our positions as farmhands.” Shiro smiled. He felt his breath quicken. She did possess a shield. “Who spelled her? I’d like to know.”
“What good would that do? We are stuck here. Unless you have a spell for walking on water? I have no wish for a sorcerer’s power,” Abe said. 
Shiro said. “Boreko might be able to create such a spell. However, I think three leagues would just about drain him.”
Abe looked at Shiro. “We need to wake Mira up. She can help us.”
“She’s a sorcerer?”
“There are no female sorcerers. Women aren’t tested, as you know.” Abe looked at Shiro. The older man looked at Shiro for a moment as if making a decision, and then took a deep breath. “Magic is a wild talent for women. Most women. There is a society of women with talent in and around Sekkoro. They called themselves the White Rose Society. Mira was nearly at the top when the Lord Sekkoro decided to round them up. He has been working with the Guild and Ashiyo in scouring the countryside looking for women with talent. Ashiyo is the only retired sorcerer I know of in Sekkoro. One little group escaped except for Mira.”
“Then why did they catch her?” Shiro asked
“Jealousy. One of the other women sent an anonymous message to Lord Sekkoro identifying me as Mira’s father. My daughter found a way to create a shield against magic. When they thrust one of those magic marbles in her hand, nothing happened. The local lord demanded that I tell Ashiyo and the sorcerer where my daughter was. I refused and both of us ended up here anyway. I shudder to think what has happened to the rest of the White Roses.” Abe stroked his daughter’s hand while he told Shiro the story.
“Banished by the same man. I think I need to talk to your daughter. I’ve tried before, but she’s an expert in ignoring me,” Shiro said. The man’s story didn’t make any sense to him, so he guessed Abe didn’t tell him the full truth. However, her disguise and the shield were real.
“Mira can’t disguise her voice very well.” Abe shrugged his shoulders. “When she wakes, I will introduce you. But first, help me examine her.”
Shiro blinked. “I hardly think it appropriate.” The man was her father after all.
“We aren’t going to undress her, but I need you to help move her around. I’ll do the touching.” Abe smiled. “Never fear.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
~
SHIRO ENTERED THE INFIRMARY. “How is your daughter doing?” He saw the woman sleeping in one of the beds.
“Mira’s still unconscious, but with all of her injuries, it will only help the healing.”
“I wondered if there were any herbs you might need. In the woods alongside the fields and the vines, I spied a number of culinary herbs. Perhaps there are some medicinal ones as well.” Shiro wanted to make friends with Abe. The man and his daughter held secrets that might help Boreko and him escape.
“I have a book you may borrow. You can use the drawings. My body can’t handle a walk in the forest and they won’t let an old woman in there either. There is talk of wild animals,” Abe said, chuckling. “Come with me and let’s talk to the Captain.”
Abe and Shiro walked to the large farmhouse that served as the warden’s headquarters.
“Warden Riku, this is Shiro. He helped me with my sister after she was attacked.”
“What do you want this time, Abe? Has your sister died?”
“No. She’s resting comfortably. He’s a farmer and has offered to look in the woods for medicinal herbs. You know we don’t get much from the mainland and any herbs we collect will benefit you and the guards as well as the prisoners.”
“Workers.” Riku corrected, and looked up from his battered desk to give Abe half a smile. He looked at Shiro. “A farmer, eh? My records have you down as a renegade sorcerer.”
Abe gasped and looked at Shiro in horror. “A sorcerer?” He shrunk from Shiro. “Perhaps I will withdraw my request.” The man was a formidable actor.
“I don’t see why. Neither he nor his friend can teleport, so they are as much a prisoner as you. Permission granted.” Riku looked down at the papers on his desk, declaring the interview over by his actions.
He looked up, again. “Abe, you can leave. Shiro, I’d like you to stay for a minute.” The old man left, leaving Shiro standing in front of the warden’s desk.
“Shiro.” He walked over to a file and pulled out a bamboo scroll. “Sorcerer. We haven’t had one here for some time. You say you were a farmer?” 
“Yes, sir. I was a farmer long before I became an apprentice.” Shiro wondered what the warden was getting at.
“I don’t want you causing trouble here. I don’t want people mysteriously murdered or anything strange going on. However, I’m not a taskmaster. The workers police themselves. Abe’s sister refuses to fit in, but, rest assured, she will in time. It’s the same with you and your friend. Do a good job, work hard and, if you really are the farmer you say you are, perhaps you can rise among the workers. You are allowed to help Abe as much as he needs it as long as you keep up your work in the fields. You can go.”
Shiro wasted no time in leaving the house. Abe waited for him. “I can help you as long as I keep up with my chores.”
Abe smiled. “Here is the book. Whatever you can find I can use.”
~
Shiro found all kinds of things in the woods, such as fragments of blankets, cups, jugs, torn clothing. Evidently the guards let the workers relax in the thick vegetation. He looked for the herbs in Abe’s book and found a few. 
Abe looked at Shiro’s pickings. “Better than nothing. This,” Abe picked up a sheaf of ruffle-edged leaves and a dark looking root, “will help reduce the pain of muscle aches and reduce fevers. You might take some of it, along with a few other herbs I have, and crush it into a drink for your friend. Boreko showed up here this morning while you were gone complaining of a severe headache. I gave him some herbal tea.”
Abe’s daughter sat up in bed looking at both of them as they talked. Shiro still couldn’t see past her disguise. 
“He didn’t look well,” she said.
Shiro didn’t expect the woman to speak to him after so many rebuffs. “He was fine yesterday.” He began to worry about his friend. The farm work wasn’t hard, but the ordeal in the Barren Lands followed by the toil at the farm might have worn away his reserves.
“He didn’t look well,” she repeated.
“And how do you feel?” Shiro said. “Your bruises and swelling look better.”
She looked out the window and muttered a spell and snapped her fingers. Shiro immediately felt her power and was startled at how pretty the hag really was. 
“Do I look better now? Father told me you are a sorcerer.” She snapped her fingers again and for Shiro it was as if the sun went behind a cloud. The hag replaced the pretty woman in the bed.
“I’m just a lowly apprentice. Boreko is the Guild member. You do look pretty, by the way. Are you ready to work again?” The woman had mastered some unique spells. Perhaps the White Rose had secrets the Guild didn’t know about.
“I will go back out in the fields tomorrow. Perhaps we can work together. I’ve been thinking that I need protection. It seems I am too energetic for their tastes.”
Shiro listened to the arrogance in her voice. Her beauty paled in his mind as the tone of her speech indicated a woman of little tolerance and a sharp tongue. Her manner was far from the sweetness of disposition his wife had. He pursed his lips at her remarks about energy. The women had beaten her for laziness.
“I will, if you teach me the spell you use to shield your magical ability and create such an easy disguise.”
              Mira laughed. “I might, but then again I might not.”
              “Then get used to the bed. You’ll be in it often.” Shiro wasn’t about to bargain with this woman. If she wouldn’t help him, her protection was of no concern of his. He walked out the door, Boreko’s herbs in his hand. On the way to the bunkhouse, he thought of Mira and her face. In his mind he saw the smooth skin and brilliant eyes. He didn’t remember their color, but he recognized the energy behind that gaze. It was too bad she was a witch in at least two ways.
Boreko hadn’t made it out to the fields. A guard stood by his bunk in the darkness of the wooden building. Even with windows propped open with sticks, the long building seemed more like an oven than a retreat for his mentor.
“He says he’s too sick to work,” the guard said. “I believe him. Why aren’t you in the fields?”
“I brought some herbs from Abe.” Shiro showed the guard. I need to grind them up and put them in a drink.”
The guard nodded. “Get him the potion, and then get back to the fields.” He walked past Shiro and out of the barracks.
“What is wrong, Master?” Shiro kneeled by his mentor’s side
Boreko opened his eyes. Shiro could see him struggle to keep them open. “I’m dying. I woke up with a headache and went to the infirmary. I took a draft of some mixture and then something happened up here.” His voice slurred and his hand shook as he put his hand on his forehead. He told me to lie down for a day or two. My energy is gone. I don’t think I will survive this.” He closed his eyes.
Shiro felt his eyes water. The life and optimism of his friend had fled. After Boreko made it through the Barren Lands, he should be strong. The hope he gave Shiro when they arrived on the island buoyed him up. Boreko never gave up on the farmer from Koriaki. Shiro wouldn’t give up on Boreko. He took a cup and washed out the weak tea and crushed the herbs into the cup and heated up the water with his magic so he could give Boreko a hot cup.
“Take this old friend. It will ease the pain.” He lifted Boreko’s head and helped him drink the herbal brew.
“I feel better already. However, should I die, don’t give up.” Boreko seized Shiro’s hand with a weak, shaking grip. “Take over the Guild. You’ll find a way. If you can destroy Ashiyo and Yushidon along the way, all the better. I don’t like being vindictive, but I’m afraid they will forever be trying to kill you, Roniki, especially. You can do it. Seek out a partner if you must. Enlist the aid of Mistokko, Tishima and Desiku. You’ll succeed, one way or another.” Boreko struggled to get the last words out and then lapsed into a deep sleep. Shiro looked down at the empty cup. At least if Boreko slept soundly, he’d feel no pain.
The guard poked his head in the barracks. “If he’s asleep, you can go back out to the fields.”
Shiro looked down at his friend. His breathing became shallow and then stopped. Shiro could tell the minute he died when he could no longer sense Boreko’s magical light.
“Out now!” the guard yelled from the door.
“He just died. Give me a few minutes.” Shiro knelt by his friend, holding the now-limp hand. His eyes watered as the shock of being alone in the world, truly alone washed over him. In Koriaki, he had friends to console him as his family died. He had Boreko to help him through the trials of the Guild. And now trapped on the island, he had no one. 
“Why did you leave me?” he asked the silent form. He shook his head. “No. You can’t be dead.” Then he shook as he sobbed over the loss of his friend. Boreko hadn’t understood him, even at the end. He had no desire to kill Yushidon or Roniki. Shiro just wanted to live a peaceful life. 
Shiro felt his energy drain out of him. He looked at Boreko’s body and tried to pull himself together. He hadn’t realized how much he had relied on the older man’s friendship. He’d lost a dear companion and, even if he didn’t challenge the Guild, he vowed to escape from this island.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
~

SHIRO VOLUNTEERED FOR BOREKO’S BURIAL PARTY. Two guards and he rowed out two or three hundred paces from the shore. His mentor, sewn into two rice sacks with a large rock inside, made a huge splash as Shiro dumped him over the side. He leaned over as the sack disappeared from sight, down into the ocean. He looked at the island as the boat bobbed up and down in the swells. Boreko had deserted him and now he nearly wished that he jumped over the side and joined his friend at the bottom of the sea. He wiped his eyes and wondered what he would do now. The guards made him row back, but that did little to distract him from the painful grief that he felt.
Mira stood at the dock in her old woman’s guise. Shiro expected her to say a kind word or two, but she kept her thoughts to herself as they walked back to the fields. 
“My father says your friend probably broke a blood vessel in his lung or in his brain and died of a stroke. He could not help him here. Perhaps a sorcerer healer…  The herbs were meant to usher him into spirit world.”
Shiro stopped her on the path and took her arm. “I helped kill my friend?” He put his hands to his head. “I wouldn’t have given him that. I wouldn’t.”
“Boreko would have had worse headaches until he passed away. Trust my father. He knows. You did your friend a great favor.” Her voice held no compassion, no sympathy. She had no more soul than the sorcerers in the Guild.
“Move on, slackers,” a guard said as they passed by.
“You and your father have much to answer for!” Shiro began to stalk off, his grief replaced with anger at the devious pair.
“Wait!” Mira ran to Shiro. “We need each other.” Her voice was low and clear. She grabbed his arm. “We have an alliance, my father, you and I. Ashiyo put the four of us here. What does the Guild care if Boreko dies? If you die? Vengeance. Let it be your guide.”
Shiro turned around and looked into the old woman’s rheumy eyes, knowing what they really looked like. “It won’t be my guide. It’s not vengeance that I seek.”
“What do you seek, farmer?”
“I’ll tell you when I’ve figured it out for myself.” Shiro pushed her out of his way and hurried off to the fields. One of the last things Boreko told him flashed in his mind, seek out a partner. He looked at Mira. Right now he didn’t feel much like partnering with the two snakes, but he realized that he needed her shield spell after he escaped from the island to keep the Guild from locating him.
He began to weed. Mira showed up and began to work in close proximity. Shiro didn’t say another word to her for a week. He gave himself up to grief. Every stroke of his hoe brought another image to his mind. The face of his boy, his girl, his wife and Boreko joined them in his rotation. Night brought no relief, as he lay, sleepless on his lumpy cot reviewing his miserable life. Despair filled his existence and then he woke one morning remembering the previous night’s dream.
Boreko stood next to his wife in a high-ceilinged room at the top of a mountain. Snow-covered crags served as a background out the window. He could see their breaths as they spoke. His wife had never looked so beautiful and Boreko actually looked happy and hearty.
It seemed that they had spoken for a long while, but Shiro couldn’t remember their words.
“Shiro, trust yourself and your power,” his wife said. “You are meant for great things, but the road will not be easy or smooth. Know that I love you and forgive you. Unknowingly did you let our souls fail. It is the way of life. Your children grow up in another place, another sphere. Do not despair for them. I have found another here. Do not feel ill towards me, for I have a great capacity for love and, even now, I still care for you.”
Boreko grasped his wife’s hand and spoke, “I erred in the last minutes of my life. I spoke in anger and in pain and gave you advice that will lead you into dark paths if you follow my words, my son.” 
Shiro’s wife’s eyes smiled at Boreko’s heartfelt admission. She looked so beautiful. Unattainable, Shiro thought as he stood in front of them.
“Seek out a partner, yes. But you are not destined to lead the Guild but might have a greater calling. Grasp it when the time is right. Make the decisions that will benefit others and you will find your way through it all. I only ask that you remember me as a friend.”
Shiro could barely breathe. His mentor had touched his emotions more thoroughly than his wife. Perhaps he had truly lost her, but the sense of loss that he had carried with him from Koriaki seemed to fade into a pleasant memory of living rather than the torment of stealing her life. 
Those were his last thoughts before he woke. He clearly remembered every word, every gesture, every detail of the room, the muted colors of their silk robes, and even the ornaments in his wife’s hair. He knelt and, bowing, gave thanks to his god for the sending and walked calmly to the fields. 
The torrent of images that had assaulted him was filled with thoughts of peace. He went through the dream over and over so it wouldn’t fade like the mist on a hot summer’s morning. He didn’t know if it was a real vision or not, but, nevertheless, calmness washed over his body and he felt joy as his hands and body responded to the hard work in the fields.
“You look different this morning,” Mira said, walking up to him during a water break.
He looked at Mira and thought that he could rejoin the living. Perhaps her father…
Shiro sought out Abe for the first time since Boreko died. 
“I forgive you for tricking me into killing my friend.”
Abe shrunk back. Shiro enjoyed seeing the fear in the healer’s eyes and felt that punishment enough.
“I’d like you to teach me how to heal. I’m stuck on this island and I want to use what little power I have for more than picking peas or standing ankle deep in a rice paddy.”
“Why?” Abe’s expression spoke of anger and sadness, but the feelings seemed to be directed within. Shiro had never noticed that a deep unhappiness rode like an imp on Abe’s back.
Shiro shrugged. “If I knew how to heal, perhaps I could have used my power to heal my friend. I know you don’t heal with magic, but perhaps I can learn to enhance what you do. You have trouble moving patients around and I can help you do that.”
Abe squinted at Shiro. “My daughter refuses to learn. She says healing is beneath her.”
That fit the woman’s character well enough. Shiro wouldn’t let Mira bother him. “It isn’t for me. I used to till the earth and have done enough of it, although I’m sure I’ll have to continue to work as you train me.”
“I’ll talk to Riku and let you know. In the meantime, here is my herb book. Go back to the woods and find more herbs.”
Shiro searched more diligently than his first foray into the forests. He saw rabbits flitting through the underbrush and spotted deer tracks. Perhaps Riku would let him do a bit of hunting like he did back in Koriaki. He walked through a streambed that had worn a three-foot deep path through the forest floor and tripped on a stiff root. He found that it was actually the end of the hilt of an ancient sword sticking up among the rocks of the streambed. 
He struggled, but eventually pulled the weapon out of the ground. He’d never seen a sword of such design. Rather than the curved one-sided blade of a Ropponi sword, this straighter one might have edges on both sides. The dirt was so thick, he didn’t know for sure. It felt a little heavier, but the blade was thickly caked with dirt. He tried out a few practice forms and found that not all his moves could be smoothly executed with the different size and shape, not to mention using the shorter one-and-a half-handed grip. Whatever had been used to cover the tang of the blade soon disintegrated in his hand. 
Shiro looked around to see if anyone saw the blade. He wondered if it would take an edge. Hiding it in a hollow log, he made sure he could return to the spot and continued to search for herbs. He found a meadow that had more herbs growing around the edges along with edible mushrooms and harvested enough to justify his trip into the forest.
Riku talked to Abe when Shiro returned with his basket of herbs to the infirmary. 
“I found a clearing that had more herbs,” Shiro said, showing Abe his harvest.
The warden peered over Abe’s shoulder at the herbs. “These are the right plants?” 
Abe nodded. “I can’t go very far in the forest. Shiro can also help me in the infirmary like I said.”
Shiro raised his eyebrows and looked expectantly at Riku. “I spotted game. I used to hunt in my village.”
“No edged weapons are allowed in your hands.”
“Snares?” Shiro didn’t need a bow and arrow. “The kitchen staff can do the skinning. I can also harvest culinary herbs and mushrooms.” He showed them to Riku.
Perhaps the thought of some meat decided Shiro’s fate. “I suppose we can try you out, sorcerer.”
“Apprentice. I was only an apprentice,” Shiro said, bowing to the warden.
“Four weeks, and then we’ll review his progress, Abe.” Riku walked away while Abe and Shiro went inside the infirmary.
So began Shiro’s healing instruction. Abe taught him about the inside of the human body. Shiro’s farming experience included raising animals for slaughter, so he picked up the lessons in anatomy quickly enough. Mira had no interest in healing and couldn’t help Shiro puzzle out how to use his Affinity in helping heal. 
Abe had worked with a few sorcerer-healers in his time and described what the results of their effort yielded. Soon Shiro could duplicate the more simple healing effects. Closing a wound, joining bones and visible vessels were within his capability. 
A worker came in with a fever. “I know what temperature a man must have to fight whatever disease is inside. I give herbs to moderate the fever. I’ve seen sorcerers regulate the man’s temperature,” Abe said.
“Temperature is regulated by what organ?” Shiro said.
“The heart of course. What do you think the blood comes from?”
Shiro tried to control the man’s temperature with his heart, but the fever never spiked and continued to rise until the man died.
“I failed,” Shiro said. The death devastated him. How could he have failed? He knew that the man’s heart had cooled when he applied magic to it. He had felt it by touching the man’s chest. 
Abe just shook his head. “Perhaps it’s not the heart. Perhaps it’s the man’s brain or his balls.” He shrugged and turned to help a new patient into the infirmary. Abe’s casual reaction only made Shiro feel worse.
Shiro couldn’t bear to return to the infirmary for a few days. He had to put some distance from his fatal disaster. Perhaps his teacher didn’t know enough to teach him, after all. From that point on he focused on becoming more adept at enhancing the healing that Abe knew. He would stay away from using any internal magic. It wouldn’t be hard, since it took so long to recover his magical reserves on the island.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
~
WEEKS LATER, SHIRO SOUGHT HERBS IN THE FOREST, checking traps and exercising in the solitude. He came across the place where the sword had been hidden. He hadn’t been here for some time and pulled out the sword. He took the weapon to a nearby stream and used a stick to clean off the blade. 
As he took off the thick dirt, he found the blade hadn’t rusted at all. The tang and hilt were black, but the blade turned bright with his cleaning the metal with the sandy silt of the stream. The steel seemed almost white. As he cleaned off the blade a yellow stone about the size of this thumb was revealed. Embedded in the blade, the oval stone seemed clear as a diamond or a piece of glass. It must be glass. He touched the stone and his mind exploded.
Visions of archaic Ropponis ran through his head and then the face of a man with olive skin and light gray eyes seemed to look at him and opened his mouth to speak as the image faded away. He drew his hand away and realized that his full power had returned. That was no piece of glass. It was a gem that held information and power. He took the sword by the fragments of the hilt and held it up in front of him. A treasure. The edges had dulled during its time planted in the ground, but normal steel might have rusted to a sliver of rough, red metal. He returned the sword to its hiding place. If he ever left the island, the sword would be at his side. Shiro thought he knew what he had found.
His snares had captured three rabbits and, along with a basketful of herbs, he returned to the infirmary by way of the kitchen shack.
Shiro wanted to learn about the sword, but there wouldn’t be a library on the island. He wondered if there were books available. He confronted Abe. “Do you have any books on healing?”
The healer reddened. “Why would I?”
“You’ve got the herb book. Perhaps you have more.” 
“What if I did?” Why would Abe look so nervous?
“I could read them.”
“Farmers can read?”
Shiro looked into Abe’s eyes and knew the truth. “But you can’t, can you?”
“My daughter…”
Enlightenment came to Shiro as he found the truth. “She thinks healing is beneath her so she won’t read the book to you.”
Abe lowered his head. Shiro knew the answer. 
“Let’s see if we can learn more together. Where are the books?”
“Riku has them in the storehouse.”
Shiro took Abe with him to the warden, who showed them to the warehouse and unlocked a door.
“These are the only books and scrolls on the island.” The room was filled with scrolls including a few shelves of books. “The last warden was a learned man. He died here, like your friend,” Riku looked at Shiro, “and no one claimed the library. I have no interest in these things. If you can use them, go ahead. But don’t spend all your time in here.” Riku left them alone.
Abe bowed to the warden as he took possession of the key to the door. He put it in Shiro’s hand. “I have no interest in the things, either.” He smiled. “I’m too old to learn how to read, but I am interested in any new healing techniques you can find. I suppose you can spend early mornings and evenings in here. I can supply a candle.”
“Thank you.” Shiro’s world had just expanded. All of this knowledge!  Abe left him alone in the library. Shiro wouldn’t need a candle, but he wouldn’t let Abe know that he could generate his own light. 
His first task was to catalogue the writing. He began to stack the scrolls on the floor into related piles. Most of the scrolls consisted of scroll sticks that were printed by carven blocks. He had read a few in the Guild. Most of the works consisted of Ropponi war histories. Not surprisingly, the old warden must have served in the Ropponi army.
One thick handwritten scroll spoke of the origins of Roppon. He sat cross-legged on the floor and began to read. Night fell and Shiro created a tiny light and continued to read. The account revealed more detail that anything he had read at the Guild. Shiro wondered if the importance of the Sunstone and its companions had been minimized by subsequent Emperors. He recalled the lecture of the speaking stones.  Roniki dismissed the importance of the stones and thought their magic was a legend, but this account seemed real. It described the stones in detail. The Sunstone that had been given to the ruler of Roppon had been yellow, as large as a quail egg and clear as a diamond. The wizard ruler of all Goriati had presented the Sunstone embedded in an enchanted sword. 
Shiro’s heart began to beat harder as he read on. The story of the destruction of the Purestone matched Roniki’s description. A later ruler of Roppon, in a fit of anger ordered a captain to destroy the sword. That’s when the Sunstone disappeared forever, the account said. The sword would never be seen again.
Could the sword in the forest be the same weapon? The little stream had cut through centuries of soil so that Shiro could trip over the hilt. Amazing. No wonder the stone provided him with visions. The stone still carried power within, even though the Purestone no longer existed. A treasure, but how would he get it off the island?
Shiro looked out over the piles of unsorted scrolls. Perhaps a treatise on Affinity might be on the shelves. A yawn shut off Shiro’s musings and he reluctantly locked the door, leaving the mess behind and drug himself to the barracks to lie on his sleeping mat. Excitement ran through his head until sleep overtook his thoughts.
While Shiro worked in the fields the next morning, he couldn’t get the sword and the Sunstone out of his mind. The gem had to be worth a prefecture, but it meant nothing to Shiro while he still labored on the island. Perhaps the power in the stone would help him find the destiny Boreko and Shiro’s late wife inferred in the dream that still remained clearly in his mind.
“Find anything?” Riku said as he made his daily rounds on the farms. 
Shiro gave the warden a bow. “Not yet. Most of what I’ve seen has been war histories. But there is more to see. I started by sorting the scrolls.”
Riku nodded, deep in thought. “Take off a few hours early and do some more sorting. Perhaps you might find a naughty story that might interest me.” He gave Shiro a wink and a grin.
Shiro bowed again. “Thank you, warden. I will.
He grew impatient as he worked in the fields until the mid-afternoon break. Shiro hurried to the storehouse and to the scrolls. He found another history that mentioned the speaking stones and soon had sorted all of the scrolls. 
One scroll contained general information on healing, but nothing that Abe didn’t already know. After all of the scrolls were sorted, histories and battle stories still made up the bulk of the scrolls. A few books on construction, animal husbandry and farming techniques were discovered. 
Shiro looked at the two shelves of old books. Perhaps he’d find what he sought there. In the twilight, he found a decent healing book that described some of the mechanisms of the body that would merit more study. Riku would enjoy the four romantic novels that he discovered. Two were even illustrated.
The warden didn’t have much of a philosophical bent or even much interest in politics, so other than the few novels, the library held little else of interest to Riku. Shiro surveyed his two days worth of work. Everything sorted. A box on a shelf held some dried up ink, a brush that needed trimming and some blank scroll sticks, so Shiro spent some time restoring the writing materials and labeled the sections of the library. Riku would get some value out of Shiro’s work.
He didn’t know what to expect, but other than the book of healing, and the two speaking stone references, the treasure trove of information didn’t yield much treasure. He locked up, taking the healing book and began to leave the storehouse. He glanced at the shelves and found a shelf of sharpening supplies and rolls of leather strips and sharkskin for weapons repair for the guards. 
Shiro had no desire to steal anything from the warden, but his thoughts went to the sword. He took just enough materials to sharpen the blade and restore the hilt and left the empty building.
The next day, he asked Abe if he needed more herbs and got permission from Riku to check his snares. Shiro ran into the woods and retrieved the sword. He spent an hour cleaning the blade again, avoiding the yellow stone. He carefully wrapped the hilt with leather strapping and finished the grip with sharkskin. The Sunstone dominated the sword. With the rest of the materials, he covered the stone up with a hilt wrapping, even though it shortened the usable length of the sword.
He touched the stone and felt nothing through the leather strips. He took the sword in his hand and began to modify his practice forms to work with the double-edged blade and the hilt-extension that hid the stone. He would begin to sharpen the exposed blade on his next trip and would use some magic to speed up the process. 
He found a few rabbits and made sure all of his snares were reset before gathering enough herbs to satisfy Riku and Abe.
~
“Fevers are caused by dark humors in the blood. The book says that there is an organ in the brain that controls body temperature. You don’t cool the heart, but calm the brain with a message to reduce the temperature. It doesn’t always work since there are a number of causes of fever. The book says different kinds of dark humors. Some can be affected and others can’t,” Shiro said, paraphrasing a section in the book. 
“So you were wrong,” Abe said as he stitched up a worker’s injury.
Shiro frowned. “It cost the worker’s life, but even here it says magic doesn’t always work.” He still felt responsible for the man’s death.
Abe waved away Shiro’s comments and walked to his preparations room.
The responsibility of healing continually weighed down on him like a heavy blanket. He brought up his hands and examined them. He had never perceived healing as an art, a dangerous art. The power to inadvertently destroy or—he looked towards the room that held Abe — the power to purposely destroy as the healer did Boreko. 
Shiro could see that the occasional moral dilemma facing healers could be difficult for a compassionate person. He didn’t trust Abe’s compassion very far and perhaps Mira’s reluctance to become a healer might be due to insight as well as arrogance. Healing through Affinity brought a moral burden. The thought humbled Shiro and brought tears to his eyes. Was he truly worthy? Most sorcerers he had known weren’t and the Ropponi culture promoted that. Healers. He nodded his head in agreement with his own thoughts. Healers acted the opposite way. The woman healer in his village acted as if healing was a solemn responsibility. He knew that the healer at the Guild had cast aside the moral aspect of his craft and Shiro thought him less for that. Abe certainly had demons of his own making that had made him an unhappy man.
Shiro would never escape the island worrying about such things. He shivered and reviewed his progress. He had learned a few healing tricks and now understood more about how to reconstruct a broken joint. 
There were ligaments and muscles that needed to be bound properly and alignment was critical to the continued use of the limb. Abe handled all of those cases and evidence of his expertise limped around the farm. Shiro could close up wounds, ease joint pain and remove painful callouses and skin growths with tiny bits of his powers. 
For every procedure, Shiro held Abe’s tools and put his charges to sleep with Abe’s powders so no one knew of his practice using his Affinity. Still, his mistake with the fever made him vow that after he left the island; he hoped that he could leave healing to others.
He returned to the library to go through the books he had sorted. One book that he had mistakenly took for a volume on war history was a manual, of sorts, for battle sorcerers. Most of them lived short lives, as charmed arrows would pierce whatever physical shielding a sorcerer could devise. That might be the reason the Guild no longer seemed to promote the specialty. However, the book did talk about the creation of localized wind and storms. If the day was cloudy or misty, sorcerers could create lightning on the battlefield. If your opponent’s horses outnumbered yours, rain would make the field sloppy and decrease the advantage of cavalry. 
Shiro had to smile. He knew how to do that. Mistokko taught him how to shape the wind. Then his eyebrows rose as he thought about the boat that was used to bury Boreko’s body. What if the boat had a sail? Then a sorcerer could create the wind to sail to the Southern Isle and freedom. He closed the book and began to formulate a plan for escape. He’d need his sword and the shield spell that Mira knew so he could escape detection on South Isle. Mira still refused to teach him the spell. But what if he offered Mira and Abe freedom?
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
~
TRUST NO ONE. BOREKO DRILLED THAT FACT into Shiro, but they had erred in trusting Ashiyo. Shiro didn’t like Mira or Abe, yet he needed them both. How could he get them to help if he didn’t give them some measure of trust? While Shiro worked with the crops, he tried to focus on what kind of strategy he could employ. He would have to develop a strategy every step of the way to avoid or minimize betrayal. 
His own hand had administered Abe’s ‘pain’ potion to Boreko. If Shiro became ill could he expect the same treatment? Death came to the island on a regular enough basis and with Shiro’s taking on some healer responsibilities, he’ had made his appearance on the trip to the dumping ground a regular thing, something Abe couldn’t do. That wouldn’t involve anyone and give him access to the boat. What he thought represented the biggest challenge might be his easiest problem to solve.
“You are too reflective, Shiro,” Mira said as she joined him at his work.
“I’ve noticed that you aren’t particularly talkative.” What did the woman want? Perhaps that didn’t matter. His plans outside only required her shield spell. 
“Maybe I’m ready to expand my horizons.”
Shiro pursed his lips. He knew he’d need to make some kind of leap to enlist her help.
“And maybe I can help you do that. Nice day,” Shiro said pointedly looking out to sea. “I wonder what is on the other side?”
“South Isle.” Mira narrowed her eyes and followed his gaze and then turned back. “The beaches are nice this time of year.”
He smiled once he knew she wasn’t looking. “Indeed. To walk on a sandy beach again.” Their island prison had no beaches.
“I agree. If only…”
“I can make only happen,” Shiro said. He’d made the plunge and, for a moment, lost his breath in doing so. He swooned slightly, lightheaded as the risk had been taken to bring the pair into his plans. Now that he’d made the move, he would see it through.
“You?” Mira couldn’t have put more of a sneer into her voice.
What game did she play? “I have a plan, but it will come at a cost.”
“What do you have that I would possibly want?”
“Transportation off of the island.”
“Some one else to row? No one ever has made it. Riku has a charm that alerts the guards on South Isle that some one has tried to escape. Even if they did swim the three leagues, Guards would be waiting.”
“I have a different way, using Affinity,” Shiro said.
“Tell me.”
Shiro took a breath, “Not until I know the shield spell. Without it, sorcerers would know my location as soon as I touched the Isle.”
“Sooner,” Mira said. “They know your ‘taste’. The sorcerer stationed on the other side of the water already knows you are on this island.”
“So they know Boreko is dead?”
Mira nodded and lifted her chin. “As they would know if you joined him at the bottom of the sea.”
“Then let’s arrange it,” Shiro said. “Teach me the spell and I’ll invoke it mid-way to our freedom.”
“You and I?”
“Abe comes too,” Shiro said.
“I thought you hated my father.”
“I don’t like what he did to my friend, but he’s taught me how to heal.” Shiro could say that because it was true. He also admitted that he still hated Abe and wasn’t exactly thrilled to even talk to Mira. Still, he felt if he included both of them, the chances were greater that they would agree.
Mira went back to her work and looked back at Shiro from time to time. “I’ll talk it over with him and let you know,” she said as she trudged over to another plot of vegetables.
Shiro paused in his work and looked at the dirt on his feet and sandals. He felt filthy inside. How could he not? The Guild worked the same way; everyone despised everyone else. Was he any different? He spat on the ground, not wanting to pursue that line of thought any more. He would focus on getting off of the island and wouldn’t look to deeply into his motives until he had escaped.
~
“Mira is going to come into the infirmary with back spasms late this afternoon,” Abe said as Shiro walked in bearing herbs.
The frustration that built within Shiro in the last four days vanished. They had finally made their decision and the time arrived to act. “I’ll return after my workday.” He left the infirmary with a buoyant step. 
While he worked, waiting for the sun to cross the sky, Shiro wished that Boreko could join them instead of rotting at the bottom of the sea. His excitement receded as he waiting the last few interminable hours until Mira showed up in his field. 
She cried out and began to writhe in the dirt. He ran to her side and began to massage her back.
“It’s getting worse!” she gasped. Mira turned out to be a very convincing actress as a guard came over.
“I’ll carry her to the infirmary,” Shiro said. “I tried to work the pain out, but it isn’t working. She’ll need to see Abe.” He looked up at the guard, relieved that the man nodded and then grunted out the permission to take her.
To all appearances, Mira looked like a frail old woman, but she hardly felt light as Shiro took her the infirmary. She wouldn’t say a word, just moaning. Shiro tried to say something, even when no one was nearby, but Mira stayed to her role. He shook his head as he gave up trying to communicate.
“Bring her in,” Abe said as he walked out of the infirmary. “I have one more patient. Perhaps you can deal with him after you take this lady to the private examination room.” The private examination room consisted of a few drapes of heavy cloth around the waist high table. Shiro laid her down eliciting another wail. He just shook his head and left, closing the drapes. 
Drapes. He felt the cloth and knew they’d work for sails. Smiling at the discovery, he passed Abe on his way to a man who had a gash in the calf of his leg. Abe had already put him out. Shiro made quick work of cleansing the wound and closing it up with magic. Then he sewed a few stitches for show. He’d done it before.
“Now,” Shiro said, drawing back the curtains and wondering what he’d do for a mast and rigging. “Let me know how to suppress magic and learn how to disguise myself and I’ll let you in on my plan to leave this island.”
Abe and Mira looked at each other. The father nodded to his daughter.
“Don’t expect us to help you once we make South Isle. We will go different ways,” Mira said with her chin in the air. Her attitude grated as it always had. She might be a pretty woman underneath her glamour, but she was as ugly inside as her disguise. Shiro had no desire to help her, but survival required sacrifice.
“I am prepared for that. I’ll tell you now that I will make for Boriako to exact revenge for the death of my mentor.” Shiro wished he could do as he said, but he really intended to head north towards Koriaki. Abe and Mira couldn’t be trusted with the truth. 
Mira frowned and then closed her eyes. “First the spell of disguise. You need to draw the earth around you as a shell with the object of disguise well known to you. The woman all see was a washerwoman down the street from where I lived.”
Shiro could use the face of Kinoru, the old friend who took him away from Koriaki.
“The spell is…” She looked at her father with distaste and then whispered the spell in Shiro’s ear.
To others, the spell might sound like gibberish, but Shiro knew how such things were constructed and the spell was actually an instruction for invoking earth, water and air. The White Rose had an unexpectedly high level of sophistication. If so, then why were they so weak on Roppon? Implementation did take considerable talent, regardless of who intoned the spell and the mind had to separate in order to maintain the illusion. 
Shiro wouldn’t give them the image that he intended to use on South Isle. He peered at Abe for a moment and intoned the spell.
Mira gasped and then screeched at him. “You are not supposed to learn the spell so quickly!  You will not use the image of my father. It is forbidden!”
Using the healer’s image stunned Abe. “I look like that?” he said.
“Close enough,” Mira said, glaring at Shiro. “Stop it!”
Shiro released the image in his mind. His estimation of Mira’s capabilities impressed him. “Now, how do I suppress my magical power?”
Mira narrowed her eyes at Shiro and glared at him for a moment. “You are a very powerful sorcerer.”
Her accusation met with a shrug from Shiro. “I’m an apprentice that the Guild discarded.” He looked evenly at the woman. “But I’m a capable man and I learn quickly.” He fought off a smug smile.
“Vow that you will not use my father’s image, or either of mine, for that matter,” Mira said. She ignored Abe in all of this and it seemed that she regarded her father as another might regard a chair or the table upon which she sat. 
“I promise. Here is a better, less known image.” He thought of Boreko and intoned the spell. “Is that better?”
Mira seemed to relax. “Ah, your friend.”
“I won’t use his image again. I have others that I can draw on.” Shiro forced a smile and then released the spell. “Now how do I suppress my magic?”
Mira laughed. “It is so simple.” She whispered the spell into his ear.
Shiro shook his head ruefully. “If only I had known that a year ago when the Guild tested my village.” The spell intoned a thin layer of the essence of earth around him. The concept wasn’t any more involved than putting a rag around the handle of a hot pot. The spell for shielding one’s magic was really rather close the one for a disguise.  He intoned the spell.
The woman closed her eyes and nodded. “Not that I’m good at detecting power, but I know when it’s there and when it isn’t. It works and I told you it was easy.”
“Indeed. Now, for my part I can make wind.”
Abe laughed. “So can I, in fact I do so quite often.”
Shiro smiled. “Point taken. I can summon wind. We can steal a boat and the wind will blow us wherever we want. I can take you leagues along the South Isle’s shore in any direction and let you off. Then I will leave to go off in a different direction,” he nodded at Mira, “as per your command.” Shiro muttered an incantation and a gentle breeze blew inside of the room. “See?”
Abe threw his hand at Shiro in disbelief. “How will you steal a boat? There are guards.”
“Mira dies. You and I are on the boat to send her to the bottom. We give the guards some wine with a sleeping potion and before we arrive at the dumping grounds, they are tossed over the side and we are on our way. No one else can do it because we will sail away rather than wear ourselves out rowing.”
Mira thought for a minute. “The boats don’t have sails.”
“Leave that to me,” Shiro said. “When do you want to leave?”
Abe and Mira looked alarmed. Perhaps the thought of leaving sunk in. “Four days,” Abe said.
“Five!” Mira’s face held a trace of panic. Shiro wondered why, but he agreed.
“Five days, then.” A thought popped into his head. “Mira’s back spasms are caused by something serious, right? Let a guard or even Riku know, then they won’t be surprised by her death.”
Abe’s forehead beaded with perspiration. Fear? “I’ll do it,” he said and then shook his finger at Shiro. “You make sure you do your part!”
Do his part!  Shiro decided to use the library in the storehouse. He found a bolt of the material used for the drapes and long poles for rakes he would use for the mast. He could magically bind the drapes and wrap something around the poles for the mast and two more for a spar. If he put a hole in one of the seats and used the rocks put into Mira’s shroud to anchor the mast to the bottom of the boat, they’d have their vessel. He could sneak out at night and have the boat ready in the morning. It all seemed so simple.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
~
WHILE OUT GATHERING HERBS, Shiro decided to collect food for their trip. Berries were giving the last of their bounty before fall set in, but there seemed to be more rabbits about. He recovered his sword and took a sack of food towards the southern end of the island. The woods grew right up to a set of small cliffs that ran around the southern end of the island. He found a small shingle filled with black pebbles. He’d hide the food and his sword up in the woods and pick it up after the three of them escaped. They would circle around and pick the supplies up and then they’d be underway.
A small stream that fed a waterfall down to the shingle would be Shiro’s marker. He’d try to smuggle a few waterskins from the storehouse and fill them up at the stream. By this time tomorrow, he’d be off the island and, again, regretted that Boreko wouldn’t be joining him. 
Feeling more prepared, he made his way through the forest to the grazing lands on the island and made it to the camp. After unloading a few rabbits off at the kitchen shack, he brought medicinal herbs to Abe. 
“Change of plans. Mira is on the table,” Abe said.
The change in plans made Shiro nervous. He had to do something to soothe his nerves, so he decided to invoke the magic suppression spell. He tossed herbs on an empty sleeping mat and opened the drapes. Mira, as the old woman, sat on the table, but Riku, Grandmaster Yushidon and Roniki looked at him.
“So you were going to escape, eh?” Riku said. “And I trusted you.”
Shiro felt his face flush. But then he thought what more could they do to him? He was already on a prison island and he couldn’t transport. All they had to do was keep him off of a boat.
“What have I done that violated that trust?”
“You conspired with Abe and Mira to escape.”
Shiro ground his teeth. Father and daughter both had their arms folded with smug smiles on their faces.
“I didn’t promise you that I’d never escape.”
Roniki sneered. “It’s time to put an end to your foolishness as Abe put an end to Boreko. We should have never let Ashiyo talk us into sparing your miserable life.”
“Abe killed Boreko under your orders?” Shiro glared at Yushidon.
“I don’t have to answer that,” Yushidon said. “Actually Roniki made that decision without my permission. What’s done is done.”
Riku took out a pair of manacles, but before he could get it on Shiro’s wrists, Shiro backed out and left the infirmary. Flames appeared on Shiro’s back and he created a tiny storm to put them out, then he turned around and used every ounce of power that he had to create a tornado. Clouds darkened and gathered instantly and the wind began to swirl harder and harder as Shiro walked towards the boat, not turning his back on his adversaries. He threw fireballs at the sorcerers. Shiro wouldn’t let them put him to sleep like they had at Ashiyo’s house. Roniki winked out of existence and then Yushidon. Abe, Mira and Riku stood at the entrance of the infirmary, clutching the doorposts. 
Shiro refused to be taken. Panic began to take over his thinking as he increased the tornado’s wind speed, then he guided the tornado back as it pulled him up. He fought to control the maelstrom as it picked up the boat and moved the tornado out to sea. His powers were quickly dissipating as he gradually slowed the winds. He grabbed onto the boat as his magic left him. He fell into the ocean, in sight of the island and swam to the overturned boat. He climbed on the top and collapsed.
Raindrops woke Shiro up in the darkness. He slid off the boat and used his still-faint powers to raise the boat and flip it over. He climbed aboard. Nothing had remained in the boat. His body felt like he’d been thoroughly beaten. Perhaps that would make Riku feel better. He opened his mouth and let the rain fall into it. 
He sat back in the boat and wondered what he’d do now? The clouds began to clear and the moonlight revealed the prison island off to his left. Shiro looked up into the skies as the stars began to shine. The island sat three or four hundred paces east of him. He tried to create a bit of wind, but he had little power left, so he slipped over the side of the boat and began to kick his legs. Shiro hoped the spell that kept them from finding his power had remained. They would think him dead.
He’d push the boat back to the island if he possibly could. After an agonizing night in the ocean, the day dawned as Shiro pulled the boat on top of rocky sandbar at the back of the island. The tide had begun to recede and Shiro would have a few hours to get up the cliff to find something to propel him westward to where he had hidden his supplies. His lack of trust of Abe and Mira had proven correct. He had surmised they might do something on their trip to the South Isle, but… He shook his head. They had been in league with Yushidon and Roniki. A message had to have gone out and a sorcerer transported to the Guild and Yushidon and Roniki returned. Why didn’t they just kill him on the spot? Perhaps they had something worse than a simple killing in mind. 
Both of then had transported away at the hint of difficulty. Such cowards!  The pair possessed not a shred of honor. Other than trying to burn his back, they flitted away. Why hadn’t the flames burned him? His mind quickly reviewed his escape. The magic suppression spell that Mira taught him? It must have given him a little bit of magical armor. He’d never read of such a thing, but then he had to admit he only accumulated less than a year’s worth of instruction at the Guild.
Shiro reached the top of the cliff and quickly found the stream to slake his thirst. He found a few thin trees and pulled them out of the ground. Perhaps the roots might help move the water. He sat down next to a berry bush and munched on berries while he rested.
Shiro found his sword and the food. He couldn’t go any further in his condition. He woke at every sound, but something larger moved in the brush. He unwrapped his sword and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. The moonlight reflected off of the eyes of something bigger than a rabbit. He heard a growl. A boar! A few lived on this back side of the island.
Shiro backed up as the boar approached. The animal shook its head displaying long tusks. Shiro tried to create a tiny storm, but only a few clouds appeared. The boar snorted the mist away. His magic just couldn’t be relied on in his condition after the tornado. He could have released his suppression spell, but then a sorcerer might know that he survived the tornado. 
More growling and then the boar pawed the ground and charged. Shiro backed up and tripped on a root. He dropped the sword as the boar bounced into him. A tusk pierced his thigh, but Shiro grasped the sword’s blade where he had wrapped it over the Sunstone. He thrust the blade down into the boar’s neck as if he held a long knife. The boar squealed and tried to back away as Shiro kept stabbing the animal until the squealing stopped.
He lay on his back. Adrenaline had moved him, not magic, but now his physical strength was gone as well. He tore the bottom of his shirt and wrapped it around his thigh. He wished his magic had recharged, and then he could heal his wound. He sighed as he picked up his sword by the wrapped part of the blade and felt a trickle of power. The stone!  
Shiro unwrapped the sword. He sat up, holding the blade and touching the stone as magical energy began to trickle into him. Weariness overcame his revived powers as he laid back and then fell asleep. 
The calling of birds woke him. The sky had barely begun to lighten as he sat up, his hand still holding the sword. The boar remained a few paces from where he lay. He drew a flame and knew his power had been recharged, how much he didn’t know. He successfully closed the wound on his thigh. 
With the sky still dark, he used his sword to cut spits for the rabbits he had hidden and the boar. He cleaned them all well and made a fire. The sky was too dark to reveal the smoke and the forest too dense to show the fire. While his meat cooked, he scraped the skins of the rabbits and the boar. Even if the boar skin didn’t cover too much space, it would be better to use that as a sail than paddling all the way to South Isle.
With the sword, Shiro made quick work of cutting poles for paddles and a crude spar and mast. He threw the wood down on the shingle beach from the cliff and fashioned a sack out of two of the rabbit skins and the boar skin.  The last rabbit skin had been cut into strips for bindings.
Even though the boar might not be cooked through, Shiro didn’t want the fire to continue to throw smoke in the air, so he used power to finish the meat. He stripped large leaves from the foliage and began to wrap the meat and cleaned up his makeshift camp so no one would ever know he had been back on the island. After drinking his fill from the stream, he made his way down to the shingle. He used his power to attach the mast and rocks to secure it to the bottom of the boat. He made one paddle and would make another one, once he shoved off, so he’d have oars if his magic failed. 
Taking a last look up the cliff, Shiro pushed the boat off of the shingle and fought the waves for fifty paces or so and paddled further out into the ocean. He raised the boar skin sail and called up enough wind to move the boat westward. He’d follow the island until the shore turned eastward again and then he’d head north to South Isle and freedom.
The boat continued north at a slow pace. Shiro couldn’t hazard falling asleep since he had to man the makeshift oar that now acted as a rudder. His time on Mistokko’s vessel had given him a very basic understanding of seamanship and had hardened him to seasickness. 
The boar actually tasted good and Shiro decided to use a little magic to heat it back up as he held it on a stick. He didn’t have any water skins, so he had to rely on his tiny storms to remove water out of the air.
He had to lower the sail, which he had mounted high on the mast, when he spotted other vessels on the open ocean, but he kept his bearing and after a day and a half at sea, he could see the dark line of the South Isle on the horizon. Not knowing where he would make landfall and wanting to be as far away from Sekkoro as possible, Shiro headed due west. 
Another day of dodging watercraft wore on Shiro. He felt exposed on the water and decided he had travelled far enough from Sekkoro. He found a small sandy beach to land. He dragged his boat all the way up the beach and far into the brush. He would have to re-provision for the trip to the North Isle.
The sky turned gray and it began to rain. Shiro could now feel a small close-by nexus recharge his powers. He levitated the boat upside down and propped it up with one of his poles and started a fire with his wood. He heated up his meat using natural heat and ate the rest of his berries. The day darkened and he lay out underneath his craft and slept.
The sun woke him up, but something stood in front of the light. He felt a foot nudge the back of his foot. 
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
~
SHIRO PANICKED AND TURNED HIS BACK to whoever had touched him and changed his appearance. Now looking like Kinoru, he growled to whoever disturbed him. “Don’t bother me, I’m tired!”
“Where did you get that boat?”
“Is it yours?” Shiro said. “I found it here and used it for shelter from last night’s rain.” Kinoru had always been a surly sort and he would emulate his friend’s behavior.
Shiro climbed out from underneath the boat and looked into the eyes of two fishermen.
The men squinted at Shiro. “What are you doing in Upio?”
“Is that where I am? I’ve been wandering for so long, I have no idea where I am.” Shiro gave them a silly grin. “Do you need a field hand? That’s what I do. I can drive a cart!”
A hand grabbed his shoulder. “This boat has writing on it. That’s no fishing boat.” 
Shiro didn’t like the attitudes of the two men. He shrugged. “A peasant such as I can’t read. I have some meat. Would you join me for breakfast?”
The expressions on the fishermen’s faces softened. “Meat?”
“I found a dead boar and have managed to catch some rabbits. There is some of each. A worker’s got to eat, you know.”
“Indeed. Show us the meat and we will start a fire.”
“I’ve already cooked some of it, so you just have to heat it up. Is there any water around here?”
“Just up the pathway,” one said. 
Shiro slid back underneath the boat and brought out the remains of his leaf-wrapped meat. “Here it is!” He shoved it out underneath and threw some dirt over his sword.
Much relieved, he sat down with the fishermen who both preferred the boar meat. Shiro had hoped he could have used it for a few more days, but filling these fishermen’s stomachs seemed to be a good investment.
“Any farms around here?” Shiro said, making sure he filled his stomach as much as his guests.
“Not for the likes of you. We can’t help you anyway, since we are fishermen. We’re all working people down here. No one hires anybody. We all have lots of children who do the work for free!” The two laughed. Most of the farmers in Koriaki pursued the same strategy. How many children would Shiro have by now? The oldest could do little more than play at weeding between the rows when he died. He sighed at the memory.
“Then where should I go?”
Head north for an hour or so to the main road and then follow it towards Rumoto. They’ve got the most fertile fields on the South Isle. Shiro put out his hand for another morsel on the boar’s carcass and nearly withdrew his hand. The tattoo that the Guild had put on this wrist would show him to be property of the Guild, but in Kinoru’s guise, no tattoo showed. He’d have to remember that or try to remove the tattoo with magic.
“What else do you have?” one of the farmers said, pointing the knife that he had used to cut meat from the boar carcass. It was only a shard of metal with cloth wrapped around the tang. It had an edge and would damage him enough.
Shiro raised his hands. “A few personal possessions, nothing more. I have no money. Why would I be out here underneath someone else’s boat if I had anything of value?”
“Go get everything.” The friendliness that had come to the men disappeared. They meant to kill him. Shiro refused to use magic against a non-magician. He scrabbled back under the boat and uncovered his sword. Wouldn’t they be surprised?
“Come out!” the other fisherman said. Both of them were now on their feet and Shiro could only see up to their knees from underneath. “Now, or we will kill you!” 
How many other travelers had these men robbed and plundered? Shiro took a few deep breaths and levitated the boat. It floated above his head as he struck out with his sword. Even with his clumsiness with the Sunstone sword, the pair laid at his feet in a moment.
Shiro took a deep breath and knelt down by each one, asking for forgiveness. He had no other alternative but to kill them. They were his first, not counting the man with the fever and his unwitting contribution to Boreko’s death. With hindsight, he could tell the men were set on killing him from the beginning. They just wanted Shiro to cook them a proper breakfast first.  
He didn’t like this start to his freedom and felt manacles of guilt tighten around his wrists. Why had the gods given him Affinity? It killed his wife and led to the deaths of Boreko, the feverish man, and now these two men. He sighed.
The pair had no more possessions on them than he, except for a purse on each of them with a few coins. They wouldn’t need those in the future and Shiro reluctantly put the coins in one of the simple cloth purses and left after re-wrapping his sword in the boar skin along with clothes from the dead men to hide the shape. He used rabbit skin strips to bind the sword and made a strap, that wouldn’t hold up for long, to sling it over his back. He’d head north until he could find a track heading west.
He used his power to dig a large hole. He laid both of the men in the boat, covered them with leaves and then replaced the dirt. He replanted the bushes that had grown over the hole and used his power to water and revitalize them. Would that they had been Abe, Mira, Yushidon or Roniki. He couldn’t help grinding his teeth at the revelation that Abe had killed Boreko on orders from Roniki. Yet, he had killed these two men who both might have had families. What was the difference? Shiro wished he could take all of his worries and bury them with the two fishermen, but that wouldn’t happen.
If fishermen were as ruthless as this pair, Shiro would have to reconsider taking the boat north. He’d head for Rumoto, for he had no other strategy other than to get as far away from Sekkoro and Ashiyo as he could. Roniki and Yushidon wouldn’t return to the prison island if they thought Shiro was dead. He wondered if Mira had ever told them about her shield spell. He could only hope she had kept that as a secret, in fact he didn’t even know if they knew she had Affinity. He recalled that she had remained in her disguise the entire time of the confrontation.
He cut down a pole to use as a staff and his spirits lifted a bit as he found the west road after emerging from the woods that rimmed the coast. He looked at his wrist. In his guise, the tattoo didn’t show but Shiro wanted it removed. He tried to recall if a sorcerer had applied the ink. No… it had been a guard. Perhaps he could use magic to remove it. 
Shiro walked hours until he reached Rumoto, a bit larger than Koriaki. He hadn’t eaten since morning and found a modest inn to have a meal. A painted sign hung over the entrance. The White Chrysanthemum. He removed his shoes and waited for someone to escort him into the main room. The smells of cooking mixed with that of soap and water. The boards were still wet. He set his sandals aside and stepped up to the main floor.
“Hello? Master of the house?” he called.
A middle-aged woman waddled into the room. She stopped and peered at Shiro in the gloom. The woman came no closer.
“What do you want?” Why did she speak with such hostility?
“I’m a traveler in search of a meal and then I’ll be on my way. That is all.”
“No you are not,” the woman said. “Are you a sorcerer coming to drag me away?” The hostility turned to fear, but she stood her ground.
“I’m just a traveler.” Shiro knew he tread on delicate ground. An intricate pattern in the gravel that he didn’t want to disturb… then it hit him. He had his magic shielded. He released his glamour. “You can see through this can’t you?”
“Indeed I can and I’ll fight.”
Shiro stood and held up his hands. “There is no need. I am a refugee and sought by the Guild, as are you.”
Her voice softened. “From Sekkoro?”
“No, from Boriako. Ashiyo captured my friend and I. I escaped after spending months at a prison island.”
“Did you meet a woman?”
“Mira?” Shiro said.
“Ha! Is that what she calls herself?” The old woman walked into the room and stood a few paces away. “That is why your glamour is so easily detected. I was afraid that the Guild had learned the spell.”
Shiro sensed the tension leave the room. “And the magic shield?”
“You do that well enough. Wait here. I will fetch you food. It won’t be a minute.”
The woman returned with a bowl of rice and soup. Little circles of fresh cut green onions floated on the top.
“One of my servants is fetching tea for the both of us.” She sat down at the table and slid the tray over.
“If you don’t mind, I haven’t had anything since this morning.” Shiro began to consume the rice and drank the soup from the bowl. Once he had something inside of him, he asked the woman a key question.
He kept his voice low. “I suppose that the White Chrysanthemum is part of the White Rose Society?”
“From my behavior isn’t it obvious?”
Shiro shrugged. He didn’t know of another answer that wasn’t offensive.
“She told me, Mira, that the society banished her.”
The woman sighed. “That part is true enough. She and her father are practiced at deception and use it to make money. She has strong Affinity and trained with us until we sensed her true nature. The both of them were captured trying to fool a noble. ‘Mira’ as you know her, gave up a member of our society in trade for a lenient sentence. The father and daughter went to Diakko Island.”
“They never told me its name,” Shiro said, “and I worked there for more than half of a year.”
“How did you escape?”
Shiro paused and the issue of trust raised itself. He was past it at this point. “I was swept out to sea in a storm. I found a boat and the wind blew me towards South Isle. I landed on the coast and found a road, following it north, away from Sekkoro. Now I am just wondering what to do next.”
“And you just happen to find one of our establishments?”
“It never dawned on me that your inn’s name would so closely match the name of your organization.” Shiro said.
Tea came and the woman poured a cup for both of them. She offered one to Shiro, holding it with both hands.
“Not too difficult. We have some inn or shop in most towns west of Sekkoro. The Guild finds a few of us a year, but they haven’t aggressively tried to stamp us out in generations since we have kept a very low profile until recently.”
“And can you mask your disguises?”
“Indeed. Here,” the woman said while pulling out a marble. “Hold this.”
Shiro knew what it was. “What is the spell?”
“The usual, Piki Paki Poki.”
“Piki Paki Poki.” The marble didn’t change.
“Now remove your barrier.”
Shiro repeated the initiation spell and the marble pulsed with red and blue, lighting up the empty inn. He put it on the table to stop the colors.
“Never have I ever seen it do that!  Who are you?”
That brought a smile. “I am Shiro of Koriaki. I used to own the best farm in the village… number 22. Over a year ago, sorcerers tested me. They sent me to the Guild in Boriako. The Masters banished my mentor and me to the Barren Lands in hopes that we would die. We made it through…” He showed her his tattoo.
The woman shrugged. “I don’t know the meaning of the wavy line. I’ve been told that no one makes it across the desert. There are bones to prove it,” she said.
“We were more prepared than others,” Shiro smiled at her surprise. “My mentor knew a man called Ashiyo.”
The woman nodded and sipped her tea. “We know of him. You say he put you on Diakko?”
“He did indeed.”
She looked at him with narrowed eyes. “I believe you. Ashiyo is not really an enemy. Your life was likely saved by his act.”
Shiro furrowed his brow. Saved? Then he remembered something either Roniki or Yushidon said in complaint about him.
“My mentor was killed by a poison Abe had me unwittingly administer. I talked him into teaching me to heal and I had the opportunity to be in the right place when the storm hit. Here I am.”
The woman nodded. “I’m sure there is more to your story, but that is enough for now. Let me teach you the proper spell to disguise yourself. Any of the adepts in our society would instantly know you used the wrong spell as we would know of Mira’s disguise.
The words were whispered in his ear and it contained two more phrases. He intoned the spell and Kinoru reappeared. “Is that better?”
“You are a quick learner, as well as a sorcerer of great power. No wonder they wanted you far from the Guild. My name is Shiuki. You may stay here for as long as you like. I could use a stablehand.”
“I would be delighted until I determine what I am to do with my life.” So Shiro had become a stablehand, but not at a guild house. He had to smile.
Shiuki laughed. “Take as long as you like. It’s not often the White Chrysanthemum hires men.”
~
The White Rose Society took women with power into their midst as Mira had said, but the persecution wasn’t quite as vigilant as she let on and Shiuki introduced Shiro to a number of women in the town who had enough power to shield their Affinity.
“How many women hold power?” Shiro said as he groomed a horse in the White Chrysanthemum stable in the guise of Kinoru. He’d been at the inn for the past few weeks.
Shiuki, leaning against the stable wall, shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. We certainly don’t keep track. A country-wide society would definitely draw unwanted attention.”
“All can shield themselves?”
She nodded, rubbing one arm. The temperature had dropped in the last few days as fall deepened.
“Disguises?”
“That’s the test, isn’t it? Maybe four or five out of ten.”
Shiro thought as he continued to brush the horse. “I’ve been thinking, maybe we can organize.”
That brought laughter from the woman. “Such a thing would bring a death sentence. As I told you when you first came, if we don’t cause trouble, we won’t get into any trouble.”
One of the serving women ran into the stable. “Soldiers and sorcerers!”
Shiro stopped his grooming. “Testing?”
“No.” Shiuki wrapped her shawl tighter. “That happened last year. They shouldn’t be coming through for another few years.”
It had been thirty years at Koriaki. Could they be looking for him? He felt better prepared, but he didn’t want to expose Shiuki to any danger.
“I’ll leave immediately.”
Shiuki shook her head. “There is no need. Your tattoo is removed except for the blue dot and your disguise can’t be penetrated.”
His wrist had taken well to the cook’s healing magic while she had taken off the tattoo and left the wrist nearly as clear as it had been before he got it in Koriaki. “I’ve got something to do.” He dropped his grooming tools and ran up to his room above the stable. Pulling the sword out from underneath clothing shelves, he hurried down to an empty stall and cleared out enough straw to dig a hole in the ground and threw the weapon in and covered it with dirt in a horse’s stall. Then he tossed the straw back over his work and shoveled some horse dung on top of that. He brought in a horse from another stall to stand over his treasure. 
Shiro fought to regain his breath and took up his brush once more, working on another horse as he heard calls for the stableboy. He took a deep breath and assumed a hunched posture. He repeatedly bowed as five soldiers and three men in the robes of sorcerers dismounted in front of Shiuki’s inn.
“Just watch the horses. We won’t be long,” the soldier with the fanciest uniform told Shiro. 
All of the men tramped into the inn. None took off their shoes as they stepped up to the inn floor. That didn’t bode well for Shiuki.
Shiro heard yelling within.
“I am who I am!” Shiuki said. Shiro ran into the inn to see two of the soldiers holding her and each of the other soldiers held the maid and the cook and her helper. He didn’t have time to retrieve his hidden sword and swore under his breath.
“You are White Rose Society!” one of the sorcerers yelled. They all stood three abreast. “We are to take you to Sekkoro.”
“Ashiyo will vouch for me. He’s stayed here in the past.”
The sorcerer laughed. “The Guild is holding him in their Guildhouse. He’s in no position—”
The cook stepped back and threw a sheet of flame at one of the guards holding Shiuki. In an instant, two of the other sorcerers had thrown spells at all three of Shiuki’s servants. They collapsed on the floor. 
“We’ll take her now,” the sorcerer said. He cast a casual glance at the soldier screaming on the floor, covered in flames, and then left the inn without helping the man. 
Shiro had no way to fight these men. His sword had been hidden in the earth and he just didn’t possess the magical offensive skills that even the cook had displayed. He rushed outside and stood by the horses with his shoulders hunched and his head down.
Shiuki’s eyes warned him off, but he didn’t need any one to tell him he couldn’t retaliate. A sorcerer caught her eye and gestured towards Shiro. He gasped and clutched his chest, falling to the ground. Shiuki had been put on the fallen soldier’s horse and all Shiro could do was roll over and watch them disappear in the dust their horses kicked up.
He smelled flames inside the inn and struggled to stand. He leaned against the doorpost and made a little storm that put out the flames on the charred figure of the soldier. He slunk to the edge of the raised floor of the inn and put his head in his hands. Three women who had helped him for the past weeks lay dead on the floor, killed out of hand by the sorcerers. He gained his feet and took a bucket of water and dumped it on the soldier again before any passersby came in. The women had no obvious cause of death, but all three had changed appearances except the cook. He remembered how his heart had stopped. An easy way to kill or was it? 
He put his hand on the cook’s chest and found that her heart still beat. He used his magic to give her strength. She responded to his touch and removed his hand as if it were poisoned.
“Nothing for free, yet.” She groaned and put her hand to her head and sat up on the floor.
The other’s hearts had stopped, but he did the same as he did to Cook. He gave them a pulse of power, hoping that would revive them. They both responded to his magic and recovered, but could only lie on the floor, moaning. Before any could peek inside the door, the Cook yelled out. “Find the mayor. People have been killed!”
Shiro rose and closed the sliding door to inn, but didn’t lock it. The two maids had finally recovered enough to sit up. 
“Lie down and pretend to be dead,” Shiro said. “Cook,” he didn’t know her by any other name, “you can survive the attack, but I died as did the other two.”
“How do we explain the soldier?” she said.
“Tell the mayor that I did it. I’ll pretend to be dead, as well.” Shiro turned to the cook’s assistant and the maid. “Change back to your inn disguises.”
Shiro lay down as soon as he heard a knock on the door. The mayor walked in. “Chika, what happened? You all took such a risk running this inn.”
“The innkeeper has been taken. The sorcerers killed this man. He was an old farmhand that Shiuki had taken in. He killed the soldier while they held Shiuki. Then the soldiers…” Chika, the cook, who now had a name, broke down in tears. “One of the sorcerers killed Yore and Ima and nearly did me in.” Shiro could see her clutch her heart from where he lay, looking at the mayor’s back. “We must go after Shiuki,” she said.
The mayor held up both of his hands. “No. Enough damage has been done. All of you women will now have to leave the town. I can’t have you putting the rest of Rumoto in jeopardy. Can you do something about the bodies? I’ll have some men take the remains of the soldier. I don’t want to know where you have buried them when soldiers return.” He left shaking his head.
Chika bolted the door shut and the two girls stood up. “We’ll all have to go.”
Shiro grabbed a jug of wine and sat down at a table and poured a cup. “Those who wish to remain can change their disguise. Those who can’t will have to leave, but where will they go?”
The three women joined him at the table. Each took a drink and shuddered. “We have long talked and planned of this happening. There are places for most of us, but if there is an island-wide search…” Yore shook her head in despair and looked at Shiro. “What will you do?”
Shiro hadn’t known until that moment. “I’m going after Shiuki. She doesn’t deserve a moment’s interrogation by the Guild. Do either of you know the streets of Sekkoro?”
Chika stood and looked behind the counter and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “Here are maps of the island. Shiuki kept them to show travelers. Maybe there is a city map in there.”
Shiro looked through the maps and found a street diagram of Sekkoro. He might need these. “Is there something I can use to tie these up?”
Chika disappeared behind the counter. “Will this do?” She held up a tubular case with end caps.
“That’s it.” Shiro said. He’d never seen a map case before but recognized what it was. He had one more thing to do. “Is there another one that’s longer?” Chika gave him a blank look.
“I have something that needs a case.”
“Your sword?” one of the maids said.
“How did you know about that?”
She giggled, covering her mouth. “Who do you think cleans your room and empties your chamber pot?”
Shiro felt the heat of a blush. “Well?”
The maid rose and took Shiro’s hand. He let her lead him to a door. “Here are the lost items that are left in the inn. You might find something in here.”
Shiro rummaged around though packs, chests of clothing, parcels and baskets of sandals. The place was filled with all kinds of cast-offs.
“She’s given clothes out to the needy and still it accumulates. Take what you will. I’m sure Shiuki won’t mind.”
He looked at the clothing. He still had only one set of clothes except for the extra set of small clothes he used while washing. If he were to pose as a traveler on the way to Sekkoro, he’d need something in his luggage. Soon he had found three decent fitting sets of clothes and some better quality sandals as well as leggings to match. He shoved these into a set of old leather saddlebags and spied what he sought. 
A roll of old leather that came up to his chest stood in a corner. He would make his own scabbard including a pouch for a staff. He found a suitable dagger in a pile of rusty knives and used his magic to sharpen the blade and began cutting out a sheath for his sword from the leather. Chika took thin slabs of hardwood from a sword stand that sat in the best room of the inn and began to whittle them down once Shiro retrieved his sword from the stable and showed it to her.
“That is not from Roppon.” Chika said.
Shiro paused. Trust? The woman should be dead fighting the sorcerers. They had mutual enemies. He had no reason to hold back. “I found it on Diakko Island. It’s an ancient weapon, but it keeps a sharp edge.”
“Why do you cover part of the blade?” she said, reaching out to touch the wrapping
Shiro pulled it back before she could make contact. “It is an etching that shows a man and a woman…”
Chika scoffed. “Suit yourself.” She looked at the leather pieces. “You make a sheath for a staff?”
“A staff is less lethal than a sword. There is a hardwood pole in the stable that will suit for now. I’ll replace it with a finer one in time.”
“You know how to use one?” She grinned.
Why did the cook grin about weapons? 
“I do. Why?”
Chika lifted her chin. “I could well use a staff, myself.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “I mean…” She broke out in laughter, but she didn’t look embarrassed. “You could take that the wrong way.”
“Indeed I could, but I know what you mean, right and wrong.” Her words made Shiro laugh. The woman was middle-aged and a bit on the fat side. What cook wasn’t?
She pursed her lips and smiled. “I am Chika Udishi. My father is Lord Udishi of the prefecture farthest to the east on the South Isle. I trained in weapons from childhood. My father wanted a son, but I was his only child. When I became a teenager, my power expressed itself and my mother had kept the knowledge hidden from my father.” Chika took a deep sobbing breath. “When she died, my father learned of my Affinity and banished me from the family. He told me that he’d rather I become a whore. I found my way here where I learned to shield my magic and learned food preparation from the Shiuki’s original cook. Another woman, who left the town last year, taught me to heal.”
After the shock of this revelation, he took the time to gaze at Chika. “I don’t think you can help me.”
“Didn’t you see me in action?”
“I thought it fitting that you would attempt to cook the guard.” Shiro said, wincing at his words. 
She laughed anyway and then her face turned grim, “I would have fried them all, if given the chance. My shield nearly broke when the sorcerer stopped my heart. I noticed yours didn’t. Why didn’t you fight back?” 
 “I don’t know any offensive spells, but I can use the staff and sword.”
“I am best with the staff, as I said.” She smiled and then put her hand on his arm. “Let me come with you.”
“I… I—” Shiro said, unprepared by the offer.
“Certainly you need someone who can cook, heal, throw flames, and wield a nasty staff. I even have my own sword. Not like that,” she looked at Shiro’s blade and made a face. “It looks unwieldy and foreign.” Then she gave him a sly smile until Shiro turned red. Her discussion of ‘swords’ had just turned a little too personal for comfort.
Shiro swallowed hard. He hadn’t talked to a woman in such a way since before he married. But could he really take her? Shiro sensed the responsibility, but brightened. “Will you teach me to use power to heal? I’m somewhat self-taught and perhaps you can help me prepare to rescue Shiuki.”
Chika smiled. Her countenance turned solemn and she nodded her head. “I will not disappoint, Shiro of Koriaki.”
“I certainly hope I won’t,” Shiro said.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
~
INSTEAD OF WHITTLING STAFFS, CHIKA SNEAKED OUT of the inn and bought two staffs at the only weapons shop in town along with two fitted leather sheaths. It seemed that the woman had brought along plenty of money when she left her father’s prefecture five years previous.
They took Shiuki’s three horses and left town that night after Chika, in the cook’s guise arranged with the mayor to close the inn down, but not do anything else with it until he received word of Shiuki’s death. The tears in Chika’s eyes remained after she transformed into the visage of a male youth after telling Shiro what she had told the mayor. “It is my sincerest desire to keep that letter from being written.” They used more money to dress as mercenaries, so they could openly carry their arms.
The extra horse held food and camping equipment. They stopped in the morning to boil rice and brew tea. It took some getting used to seeing the cook in the guise of a youth, but then he really didn’t know what she really looked like. The youth looked rather fit.
“I’ve been here before,” Shiro said. “I came from Diakko Island along that path across the road.” He looked at the path, knowing that two dead fishermen rotted in a grave not far from where they stopped. They remained the only two people that he had knowingly put to death. “Have you ever killed anyone before?”
Chika, in the guise of a young man looked up. “A few, including the guard at the inn, of course. I killed three men on my way to the White Chrysanthemum. It isn’t wise for a seemingly defenseless woman to travel by herself in Roppon, armed or not.” She sighed. “Self defense, both times.”
“You said three men.”
“Two attacked me while I slept at the side of the road. They didn’t know I was a woman. They also didn’t know I was armed.” She stared into the flames and shivered in the cool morning air. “I know how to take care of myself, Shiro.”
He left her to her thoughts and fought off the temptation to return to see if the fishermen had ever been discovered. Shiro wouldn’t share his experience unless she specifically asked. He looked back across the road. 
“How about you?”
Shiro winced. “I had to take the lives of two fisherman. I had just come up from the beach after I arrived. An hour’s walk to the ocean from here. They decided to rob me. No different from your experience. I used a little magic and the edge of my sword to take care of them. They had families, I’m sure. I regret it.” He looked back across the road again.
“Don’t.” Chika said.
He turned back to her. 
“Don’t dwell on it. I learned to forget most of it. I regret it as you do, but your fishermen wouldn’t have done so if they took your life.”
Shiro rubbed his mouth and focused on nothing with his gaze. “I’ve tried, but…” He shook his head. “I don’t want to forget. I don’t want to put it into some perspective. I take responsibility for their deaths.”
“Sure you do,” Chika scoffed, not meaning what she said.
“You’re right. One doesn’t bury bodies and hide them in a grave and then claim responsibility.”
Chika’s gaze at Shiro made him uncomfortable as she continued. “No. But that was a smart move if you want to cover your tracks. You did the right thing.” She stirred the rice pot and threw in some dried fish and vegetables. “It’s just about done.” She stirred the rice again and tasted a few grains. “The killing still bothers me. I’ll admit it. I regret having taken lives, but I did it in self-defense. I’d do the same thing if they attacked again. I’d say we’re much the same.”
Her admission made Shiro laugh. “I’d say we have a few similarities, but in other things we are much different.” He changed his guise to Shiuki’s image and they both laughed. Shiro was glad to have figured out a way to change the subject.
He took out the map case. The innermost map showed the entire Southern Isle. “How valuable is a map set like this?”
“You don’t want to know. There might be fifty sets like that on our island. Shiuki spent years accumulating these.” She looked over Shiro’s shoulder and pointed. “That’s my prefecture.” It wasn’t particularly large, on the eastern edge of the island. 
“And where are the Barren Lands?” 
“On the western side of this mountain range that runs north to south in the middle of the island.”
Shiro squinted at the map and imagined his travels with Boreko. “I think my mentor and I were transported to here.” He touched the center of the desert. We walked mostly south. The little village that we stumbled into was just outside of your prefecture. Then we made our way to Sekkoro.”
“I’ve never heard of anyone coming out of the desert on their own. My path led me along the southern edge. That was dry enough.”
Shiro smiled and created a little storm. “We had an advantage. It was a close enough thing even so.”
“How did you do that?”
“You have your talents, I have mine.” Shiro didn’t know why he showed off in front of the woman, but he couldn’t resist. “Now what towns do we go through on our way to Sekkoro? Are there any White Rose settlements?”
Chika stared at the map. “I don’t think it’s wise to try to contact anyone. If Ashiyo compromised Shiuki, what’s there to say all of the others along the way to Sekkoro haven’t been compromised as well?”
“We should see if that has happened. Perhaps we can find out by asking some questions. We’ve got a week to find out.”
~
Shiro led them to an inn at the third village they passed. 
“What do you have to feed two mercenaries heading for Sekkoro?” he said to the serving maid.
“Thick fish stew over rice. Rice wine.” The maid shrugged. It looked like there wouldn’t be a choice.
“Very well, then,” Shiro said. He looked at the maid as she shuffled back to the kitchen.
“She is afraid of us,” Chika said. 
“We are armed to the teeth,” Shiro said.
“Always watch what you do with your teeth,” Chika said and making a clicking sound with her own. “It is certain that we won’t find any help from here to Sekkoro.”
Shiro shook his head. “I had hoped, but I trust your judgment.”
The meal wasn’t any better than what they put together on a campfire and were soon back on the road.
~
The two travelers practiced with staffs and swords whenever they could stop and find a protected glade. No one really cared if two mercenaries practiced. Shiro learned that some of her story had to be true since he found Chika to be an average swordsman, but above average with her staff. He needed the practice and it felt good to practice his sword forms in an open area rather than in the stable or in his room.
Chika had also kept up with her practice well enough, but she admitted, when she observed Shiro at practice, that his sword skills were vastly superior. It didn’t matter as Shiro began to teach her how to enhance her swordplay with sips of power. Soon she used magic to improve her ability, but while Shiro sparred with Chika, he used no magic.
“Don’t overdo the enhancement. You might draw the attention of a sorcerer if one is nearby. Just enough to enhance,” Shiro said. “It’s better to keep your power in reserve in case you might need to drop the sword and defend yourself against another with Affinity.”
Chika nodded. “Perhaps I can learn to shoot flames out of my sword.” She pointed her weapon at a bush and it burst into flame. “Oops.” She laughed and covered her mouth as Shiro pulled water out of the air to extinguish the blaze. “I learn a bit too quickly!”
“I’d like to learn how to do that. An element of surprise!” Shiro said. 
They spent the rest of their practice until each could control the amount of flame that they threw. He didn’t tell her how little power his sword took. He suspected that the jewel amplified whatever he tried.
With all of Chika’s playfulness, she took her practice seriously. Shiro found himself liking her attitude. He wondered what she really looked like, but she had maintained her youthful male guise the entire time since they left for Sekkoro. It helped him restrain any romantic thoughts even though she still often found ways to twist his words in naughty ways.
~
Sekkoro sat below them surrounding a blue bay. Ships dotted the water and naked masts clustered around the various wharfs. Somewhere below them Shiuki sat in some dungeon. Would she be at the Guild or at the Lord’s castle that poked up from the red and blue tiled roofs below? Shiro well remembered the city’s stuccoed walls. 
He pulled out the Sekkoro street diagram. “Here is the guild and the castle is about five hundred paces away. Have you been in this area before?”
“We can’t stay there. The inns are for nobles and merchants. Perhaps we can change our clothing to mimic house guards,” Chika said.
“Disguises?”
“Perhaps. That would be much cheaper,” she said.
“I’ll have to see them first.”
Chika grinned. “You’ll see enough of them before we need to change. We’ll have to find a modest inn.” She sighed. “I’d like a nice clean bed,” she said and then narrowed her eyes at Shiro.
“I’ll not disagree. We need to stay focused from here on out.”
Chika nodded. “We’ll stay focused then.” However her lip still curled in half of a smile.
~
Rooms were nearly full in all of inns they tried and the innkeepers were only selling double or triple occupancy. “Why so full?” Chika said.
“There is unrest in the countryside. The sorcerer’s guild is hiring mercenaries to help them root out renegade sorcerers, male and female. Some of their leaders have been captured and reside in Lord’s castle and at the Guild. Now, I can spare a double, but that’s it.”
“We’ll take the double,” she said.
Shiro stared at her. 
“Is that okay with your partner?”
He had to end the conversation before Chika said anything that would make him laugh. He nodded and nearly choked on the cost. Chika just jerked her head to get him to pay. Reluctantly, Shiro paid the innkeeper for three days. “Including meals, I hope.”
“Meals, but any wine you consume is extra.” He swiped the coins off of the counter and eyed the swords at their waists. “No weapons in the common room.”
Having used up most of their food supplies, they separated out their travel gear in the stables and lugged the rest of their belongings up the stairs.
Shiro looked at the paper walls, listening to the muffled sounds of the occupant next door. “We will have to watch what we say. Remember you are a youth, not a woman.” Chika pouted and moved side to side in a very feminine manner. Uncomfortably feminine. Shiro glared. “I know what you’re trying to do,” he said.
“As long as you don’t attack me in the night, I will behave properly,” she said with her voice low.
“Now,” Shiro said with a louder voice. “I’m hungry and the inn will provide us meals. Let’s go downstairs.”
“We will have to find a way of hiding our weapons,” Chika said.
Shiro looked around the room and then he turned his head towards the ceiling. “I’ll lift you up and have you scout the attic.” He lifted Chika and realized that the disguise didn’t truly change her woman’s body. He felt himself blush. “Sorry.”
She just giggled, soundlessly and lifted the thin wooden panel and looked around. The roof didn’t provide much room on the outside edge. She lifted herself on her elbows. “Give the swords to me. I doubt if our staffs will be particularly attractive to thieves.”
Shiro passed them up. “I agree.” He exercised more care as he helped her down. “Now, I really am hungry.” He put his mouth close to her ear. “Lifting you up gave me quite an appetite.”
Chika looked shocked. “Appetite for what?”
She made him blush again. Shiro just smiled and shook his head in silence all the way down to the common room. He just couldn’t be infuriated the way she manipulated his every statement.
They sat down.
“Chicken skewers or fish soup,” the serving girl said.
Shiro raised his eyebrows at Chika, giving her the choice. “Chicken skewers for me and fish soup for him. Rice and some pickled vegetables,” she said.
“Cost you extra for the vegetables,” the girl said.
“Do it,” Chika said. 
He waited for the girl to leave. “Pickled vegetables?”
“I miss them. I made the best…” she casually looked around, “up north.”
“Look around for likely guard models,” Shiro said. “While you are munching on your vegetables. I shudder to think what they will cost us down here.”
“Don’t worry, guards aren’t too expensive.” Chika said, furrowing her brows. “You are too dour.”
“I meant the pickled vegetables!” Shiro said before he realized she had just made fun of him. “We’ve been traveling for more than a week and suddenly I’m too straight-backed for your taste?” She made him angry, this time.
“Taste?” she said and grinned.
Shiro sighed. Must she make his every word a joke? How did a Lord’s daughter develop such a mind? He shook his head in disgust and turned to look at the inn. He’d never given the place much of an examination. It looked much like the inn in Koriaki where he sold his produce. It was a little bigger and a little dirtier in the common area, although he had to admit their room was clean and well ordered.
They had descended a bit early, so the inn would likely fill up as they ate. He looked at the inn and turned back. He found Chika staring at him. “What?” he said.
“Will anyone recognize you? You haven’t taken a disguise and here you are displaying your face to all who wish to look upon you.”
Shiro laughed. “I’m too rigid? No one knows my face. I spent two days in Sekkoro last year. Most of that time I kept myself confined to a certain personage’s house and one night spent, undoubtedly unconscious, by the wharves. I doubt if anyone would remember my face.”
Chika’s face look displeased. “I’d feel better if you assumed a disguise.”
“After we eat. Will that be acceptable?” Shiro complained.
She looked angry, but then Shiro groaned as a smile took over her face. “Dour. See? I imitate your manner and you immediately get irritated. I can bear up under your dourness better than you.”
“So you prefer to be under rather than over?” Shiro said, smiling.
Chika closed her eyes and tried to keep from laughing out loud. “Point taken.”
“No.”
She groaned again. “I can see what you are up against.”
“Only if you look in a mirror,” Shiro said. “I’ll stop.” He pursed his lips and ran his tongue across his front teeth.
“Perhaps you aren’t so dour after all.”
“Focused,” Shiro said. “I’m focused on our mission.” He looked her in the eye with the ghost of a smile on his face.
“I understand.”
“Good. Now let’s eat,” Shiro said as the serving girl brought food to their table.
~
The next morning, Shiro wore the image of Kinoru as they walked through the streets of Sekkoro. Chika spotted two palace guards.
Shiro walked up to them. “Is the Lord hiring guards? My friend and I are seeking employment.”
The taller of the two looked them over. “Are you any good?”
“Yes,” Chika said immediately.
The man shrugged and lifted his chin towards Shiro. “Is the lad right?”
“Mostly. He’s adequate with a sword and pretty good with a staff. We picked up each other coming south from Rumoto. I’ve been around.”
“We don’t want bandits,” the shorter guard said.
“Is there a way to show you what we can do?”
The taller guard pulled a short scroll stick from a pocket inside his tunic. “Take this up to the rear of the Palace first thing tomorrow morning. There’s a small door there for riff-raff like you or me.” He laughed. “Our weapons master can test you. Try your hardest or it will go ill with me.” His companion laughed with him as they continued on.
Shiro looked at the scroll stick. “He doesn’t think we can read,” he said as he handed the stick to Chika.
Interview for kitchen staff, the scroll read.
“Should we?” Chika said.
“Gets us in the palace with our weapons on, doesn’t it? I’d rather be invited than have to break in. What do you think?”
“I’m disappointed I don’t get to show what a great warrior I am.”
“No, but you are an outstanding cook, aren’t you?”
Chika beamed. “I am and my culinary prowess will raise some eyebrows.”
“Make sure that’s all you raise.” Shiro said, whistling as he stepped ahead of her.
She caught up and hit him on his shoulder. “You said focus!”
“You said I’m too dour. Make up your mind,” Shiro said turning into a dark alley.
“Why did you—Very good image of the guard you’ve got there. I memorized their uniforms as well. I’m the shorter.”
“I should think so.”  Shiro looked her over. “I think I’ve got the hang of this disguise spell.”
Chika laughed. “I won’t say a thing, other than we are ready for tomorrow morning, are we not?”
‘We are. Let’s see if there is a street vendor selling pickled vegetables. I think you deserve a treat,” Shiro said.
“I won’t say no.”
“Really?”
She hit him in the arm again.
“Hey that hurts!” Shiro said, smiling. Chika had certainly made the trip less grim. “You get your vegetables, we return to the inn to do some planning, and then I’ll see if my arm works,” he said rubbing his bicep.
~
Shiro, in the guise of Kinoru, gave the stick to the guard at the small gate at the rear of the castle. Another guard stood on the other side and looked at the stick as well.
“We go to show your weapons master our prowess,” Shiro said. The guard gave them directions to the ‘training ground’. Shiro could tell the man tried to hide his laughter.
As they walked up through the switchback paths towards the castle proper, Shiro kept a sharp eye on the guards they passed, one every two turns. They passed four guards and came to a courtyard. Men practiced with arms and Shiro spotted the man who stood like a weapons master.
“Here we go. Be prepared for certain abuse,” Shiro said.
“I’ve noticed plenty of abuse in the last two days,” she said, winking at Shiro.
He walked up to the weapons master and gave him the stick. The grim visage on his face broke into laughter. “Do you know what this says?”
Shiro bowed and clutched his tunic. “I do not read, sir.”
“Kitchen. The guard who gave you this gave you a pass to the kitchens.” He looked over their arms and rubbed his chin. “You fancy yourselves as armsmen?”
They both bowed. “Expert-level, sir,” Shiro said to more laughter.
“Then you will be tested. Horiuki, come here.” The man looked up and down at Shiro, with a grin on his face.
A tall, broad warrior walked up. His arms bore plenty of scars to match his broken face. 
“This is my tester. Horiuki, show this would-be swordsman the level of expertise we demand of Lord Sekkoro’s guard.”
“Practice blades?” Shiro said, looking alarmed. “Armor?”
Horiuki merely laughed. The man was a bit broader than Mistokko. 
The weapons master tossed a sword in a scabbard at Shiro. “I won’t have my man spar with another holding an unconventional weapon.” Shiro slipped the sword off of his back and gave it to Chika. “Take care of this.” The proffered sword’s hilt didn’t look like much and the weapon’s grip work definitely had the appearance of an amateur’s hand.
Shiro unsheathed the sword. It had only fair balance and a poorly made blade. He introduced errors in his practice forms as he warmed up and even over balanced and stumbled to laughter. “Bandit. Idiot. Peasant.” The words were said as he passed the soldiers who had stopped practice, looking on to see one of their own teach a rural armsman, a lesson.
Horiuki strutted in front of his peers and performed his practice forms. Shiro watched him go through them all, exposing his style, warts and all, to his opponent. He rated Horiuki somewhat less skilled than Mistokko and could tell that the man had held nothing back during his warm-up. The man meant to intimidate, but only succeeded in showing Shiro the way to victory.
Did he want to beat this man? Perhaps he could stumble his way to win, producing a mixture of skill and luck.
Shiro introduced a non-standard opening stance holding his sword one-handed with the sheath in his left hand, bringing a smile to Horiuki’s face. He waved his sword at the guard, something his father had commanded him never to do in a fight. It didn’t faze his opponent who held his sword, two-handed, with the sword upright and his hand positioned close to his right ear.
Horiuki shuffled closer, while Shiro retreated and then Shiro attacked, using the sheath to attract the guard’s blade. The guard’s slash nearly jerked the sheath out of Shiro’s grasp and he used it as an excuse to stumble to Horiuki’s side while he slapped the flat of his blade on the guard’s exposed stomach as he tried to gain his balance.
“Excuse me for being so clumsy,” Shiro said, bowing.
The spectators groaned at the move. Shiro backed up while he regained his balance. Horiuki’s eyes grew in size as he realized that the match could be called for Shiro’s ‘inadvertent’ strike. He quickly went on the offensive as his eyes filled with anger. The murderous slashes met with Shiro’s blade, ringing loudly in the practice field. Shiro continued to move back. He held up the sheath to parry Horiuki’s strike. The final slash cut the sheath in two, and Shiro scampered back just in time to save his life. 
He didn’t want to show his skill, but the match had turned into a life or death battle. The blades continued to ring in the courtyard and Horiuki’s blade glanced off of Shiro’s arm, cutting the cloth and scraping skin off, but Shiro held on to his sword and began to strike back. 
He struck high and low and at Horiuki’s mid-section, forcing the guard back until the opening that Shiro had expected presented itself. Instead of using the flat of the blade to slap at the guard’s midsection or the edge to disembowel him, Shiro used the blunt edge of the blade to hit him just below his ribcage. The force of the stroke took away Horiuki’s breath as he back-pedaled and fell on his bottom. Shiro placed the blunt edge against the guard’s neck. The weapon’s master called an end to the match. The practice yard became still.
“You are exceptional, rough around the edges but exceptional. Only I have defeated Horiuki on the practice field, yet you toyed with him until Horiuki lost his… perspective. Your name?”
Shiro gave him a bow. “Kinoru, sir.”
“Kinoru, consider yourself hired. Is the boy as good as you?”
“Truthfully, he is not and has a lot to learn.” He looked back at Chika who glared at him.
The weapons master put his hand to his chin. “The boy can learn kitchen duties and accompany our unit on a campaign as a cook, but can train with us.” He looked at Chika. “Will that do?”
Chika snorted and then looked alarmed and bowed. “I forgot my place. My options are few, being new to Sekkoro.”
Another guard showed her to the kitchen door that opened on the courtyard. So much for their plans, thought Shiro. “Do I stay in the castle? I’ve paid for another night in an inn in the city.”
“Find the boy when you are done with us tonight and enjoy a night in Sekkoro. You will quarter with the guard tomorrow and he with the kitchen helpers.”
Horiuki walked up to Shiro and bowed to him. “You are a worthy opponent. I look forward to a discussion of strategy.”
“Indeed,” the weapons master said. “Your skill level never came from a rural lord.”
“My father came from Boriako, where he served with the Emperor’s guard. He sought out a simpler life and settled far from Roppon’s capital. He taught me all he knew until he died.” Shiro bowed again. The closer to the truth of his story, the easier his life would be.”
“You didn’t tell us!” the weapons master said.
“You never asked. I said I was expert-level, sir.”
The weapons master threw his head back in laughter. “You did at that. Dichoya, get this man fitted out and back out here in the yard”
~
Chika didn’t say a word all the way to the inn. Once in their room she looked up. “I don’t like cooking in a big kitchen.”
“They didn’t just let you set the menu and do all the cooking? Is that right?”
“I skinned fish and plucked chickens all day long,” Chika said, the dejection clearly in her voice.
“Well, my little chicken plucker, I’m sure you picked up more information than I did bruises. The boys kept me busy. Each one wanted to show how good they were.”
Chika let her mouth curve up. “I did. The cooks saw the ladies of the White Rose parade through the kitchens and to the dungeons that lie underneath. They even pointed me to the unguarded door that leads downward. The kitchens are placed to feed prisoners and guards. The Lord’s kitchens are on the opposite side of the castle.”
“So we have access to the proper side of the castle.”
Chika nodded. “I’m not sure if she’s here or at the Guild. I couldn’t ask them to describe Shiuki.”
Shiro rubbed his head. “Were there sorcerers?”
“I never asked,” Chika said.
“Do tomorrow. We will drink tonight and stagger up to our room and begin our stay in the lair of our enemy tomorrow,” Shiro said. “It will make it easier to find Shiuki as long as she didn’t end up at the Guild. If she did, our new jobs will keep us occupied.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
~
SHIRO AND CHIKA SHOWED UP AS THE SUN BEGAN TO BATHE the three towers of the castle with its morning light. They entered the castle using the new identity sticks given them by the guard. When they entered the courtyard the guard, who they had first met on the street, stopped them,
“So, you’ve done well for yourself, bandit,” he said. 
Shiro expected a sneer, but the man surprised him by putting his hand on his shoulder. “I wish I would have been there to see Horiuki get his comeuppance!” He laughed and gave Chika a gentle push towards the kitchens. “Our mess is the door to the right of the kitchen entrance.”
Chika looked over her shoulder as Shiro let the guard lead him through the mess door. The room was half-full of guards eating away. Shiro could tell the experienced soldiers from the new ones. The older soldiers ate in silence; serious about feeding themselves while the younger men laughed and even indulged in some horseplay. 
His new friend led them to Horiuki’s table. “Here is the champion,” the guard crowed.
Shiro bowed to Horiuki. 
“The man does know how to show respect.” His erstwhile opponent nodded. “Sit with me, Kinoru. We have something to discuss.” He swatted his hand in the air dismissing the guard. The man slunk away without a word as Shiro sat on a cushion at the low table. “I have asked Anata, he’s our commander and he loves acting as the weapons master, to add you to my unit. I’m nominally in charge, but I’d like to think we could run the men together. You contain a strong essence of leadership. After our match, the men will follow you. Gods’ hells, I will follow you. I know you could have easily killed me more than a few times.”
Shiro curtly nodded. “I appreciate your humility and will accept your offer. Know this, I’m not sure I want to remain in the guard.”
“Ambitious? You don’t strike me as the type.”
Shiro shook his head. “I have certain obligations that may arise at any time.”
“Certainly not in the midst of battle,” Horiuki said.
“I wouldn’t desert my friends. However, if truth were known, I am not a bloodthirsty man and I’ve not used my sword much. I’ve never led men before.”
“Whatever. Stay as long as you can. With the two of us together, we can stand undefeated on the battlefield.”
“All this talk of battle. I thought we were palace guards.”
Horiuki laughed. Other soldiers looked up from their breakfast. “We will move against the eastern prefectures as soon as the sorcerers have filled our dungeons with the women of the White Rose.”
“What is this White Rose?” Shiro said.
“You are a country bumpkin!”
“From a little farm in the hills east of Rumoto. That’s as bumpkin as it gets.”
“Ah yes, but your father was a retired soldier… in the Boriako guard, no less. It doesn’t get any better than that.”
Shiro nodded. His father had died long ago, leaving him ignorant of his father’s prowess with a sword. With his new experience with the Sekkoro guard, his estimation of his father’s capabilities had increased dramatically.
“So, the White Rose is a witch society is an organization where women wield magic. They suck the life force out of innocent people everywhere they go. A scourge, they are. There are thirty or forty incarcerated below our feet. Even the Guild doesn’t want them near.” Horiuki laughed.
Breakfast was served to Shiro and he concentrated on his eating as he listened to Horiuki tell him what he wanted to know. The man liked to talk and Shiro was prepared to listen well.
“Ah, I’ve heard talk of a society of witches, but not that they called themselves the White Rose.” Indeed, if such a society existed on the North Isle, the women kept it secret. He immediately thought of the woman innkeeper on the way to Hoksaka. “Untrained sorcerers do the same, I hear.”
Horiuki gave Shiro a grim smile. “That’s why we go out with sorcerers to do testing, so they can remove the damned apprentices from the general population.
A scourge, Horiuki had termed them. The White Rose Society had been left alone for some time on the South Isle, so what had caused the sudden interest? 
After eating, Horiuki took Shiro under his wing and led him to his new quarters. A guard approached Shiro. 
“You look familiar. I saw someone that looked like you to the northwest a week or so ago capturing a White Rose leader.”
Shiro shrugged. “I have many cousins around Rumoto. Perhaps we all look alike.” He laughed. “Was he armed?”
The man laughed and shook his head. “No. An old stablehand. Must have been one of those relatives.”
“I’m sure,” Shiro said, standing a little straighter. 
“Definitely not you. Welcome to our unit.” The man smiled and walked away.
Shiro let out his breath when his companions led him along in the large room. Who would have thought a lowly stablehand would defeat the guard’s champion? They wouldn’t and they didn’t, thank the gods. He put his things in a chest by his sleeping pallet. Relieved, he walked to the training yard where they exercised without weapons for the morning. Just after breaking for lunch, Anata walked over to Horiuki and they both looked at Shiro.
His heart jumped with concern. Discovered after a morning? Horiuki walked over to him. “Anata wants me to bring the last of the White Rose members from the Guild’s cells.”  Horiuki pointed out four others. “Get your weapons and each of you take a spear. There’s no telling how dangerous these women are.” The men all laughed except Shiro.
“You’re not afraid, are you?” Horiuki had noticed Shiro’s demeanor.
“I respect the sorcerers. If the women know how to throw magic at us, shouldn’t we be afraid?”
Horiuki shrugged. “Maybe. None have given us any trouble. We will kill all of them out of hand if even one of them makes a threatening move.” The sorcerers certainly would. Shiro had seen it first hand.
The detail marched out of the castle with Shiro in their midst. As they were shown through the guildhouse gates, Shiro wondered if his shield spell would be detected. But it seemed to work while sorcerers eyed them suspiciously as they marched into the main courtyard. Shiro didn’t know if he had been carried here or not when he had been unconscious on his way from Ashiyo’s house to the dock on the way to Diakko Island.
The sorcerers made them wait while they assembled the prisoners. The Guildhouse reminded him of the one he nearly stayed at in Hoksaka. It was smaller and less impressive than the one in Boriako. The wood had been oiled through the years and every surface looked nearly black. Light green tiles adorned the roofs and occasional plaster walls were tinted with the bright colors characteristic of Sekkoro. Round stones, smaller than what paved the streets, were set into the courtyard entrance. The magic gravel decorated the rest of the grounds. Shiro had never learned that spell.
Shiro hoped that Shiuki would be among the prisoners. That way he would know exactly where she was. Horiuki commanded them to look sharp as the sorcerers prodded the women with sticks. The prisoners’ clothes were dirty and ripped. There faces weren’t much better. None of them had escaped bruises or worse on their faces. Shiro gripped his spear until his hand hurt in frustration, his only outward sign of anger.
Shiuki hobbled along towards the back of the seven women. They had been ill-used. If she recognized Shiro, she didn’t let on, keeping her head focused on the gravel in front of her. Shiro walked ahead of her in the column as they escorted the women into the street and towards the castle. 
Suddenly his trip to Sekkoro seemed like a fool’s errand. Chika and he had quickly gotten into proximity to the dungeons inside the castle, but he had been naïve to think that to be the main obstacle. 
Even though he could defeat any man in the guard, he couldn’t fight them all. How could he free Shiuki and leave the other women in the dungeon? How could he break Chika out of her kitchen duties to help him? He didn’t know the answers to those questions and at this point, Shiro began to doubt if he could save her at all. His mind went blank all the way up from the outer wall of the castle. Just as he began to fret that he had no knowledge of how to free Shiuki, Horiuki motioned to Shiro as the column entered the courtyard of the castle.
“Take the prisoners through the kitchen to the stairway leading down to the dungeons. I’ve got to report to Anata.” Horiuki left Shiro with three other guards.
The women looked exhausted and dragged their feet through the stone pathway that led to the kitchen door. One of the guards opened the door as two others walked through to keep the women en route through to the dungeon stairway. Now Shiro would see firsthand what Chika had only heard about.
Shiuki’s head remained down, but she kicked Shiro’s toe and stumbled at his feet. Shiro helped her stand.
“Don’t,” she said softly.
“Keep your words to yourself, witch,” Shiro said loudly to alert Chika that Shiuki would be passing through. “I’ll come down to the dungeons and beat you myself if you can’t walk straight.” The other guards nodded and shoved her as she walked through the kitchen. 
Chika lifted her eyes from washing cooking utensils and spotted Shiuki, and then Shiro. She put her head down and went back to work. Shiro followed the seven women through the dungeon door. The dungeon guards were ready to take the women down.
“I want to teach that one a lesson,” Shiro said out of the side of his mouth.
The dungeon guards shrugged. One said, “Suit yourself.”
Shiro plunged into the torchlit darkness. The enticing smells of the kitchen quickly transformed into the stench of human misery. Even the air changed from warm and fragrant to cold and malodorous. He stopped to take a deep breath and prepare himself for whatever he would find deeper in the Lord’s dungeons. 
The party stopped at a well-lit guard station. Rows of wooden keys hung behind a desk filled with rolled up scroll-stick scrolls and the remains of food, some fresh and some fragrant with rot. 
The guard at the desk looked up. “What’ve you got for me? More witches?” He grinned and the food hadn’t been the only thing that rotted. “Who’s the soldier?”
“Him? He wanted a little playtime with one of the prisoners.” One of the guards tossed seven identity sticks on the desk.
The desk guard twisted to look past at Shiro. “You can’t kill ‘em. All of these go down to the bottom. Level seven, cell four.” He turned around and pulled off a thick wooden key and gave it to Shiro. “When you are done, make sure this goes back where it belongs on your way back up or I’ll have the Lord split your guts.”
Shiro bowed with a grin he hoped looked devilish enough.
“Show him the way boys.” The desk guard sat back down to insert the sticks in a scroll. Shiro followed at the end of the grim procession.
As they took stairs down into the roots of the castle, the guards laughed and pushed the women down. Some fell on the steps. They commanded the rest of the women to carry the two injured women. Shiuki helped a woman who had twisted her ankle.
Each level held no more than ten cells. The number varied and Shiro thought it might be due to the size of each dungeon. They reached level seven and soon the guard called upon Shiro to open the door.
“A couple of us will be outside, in case you need any help. If you’re romantically inclined, banish it from your thoughts. The Lord won’t have witches spawn little witches upon pain of death of both partners.”
“That’s not even on my mind,” Shiro said without a hint of guile. “Feel free to look on.” He took Shiuki by the arm and shoved her into the cell. 
With a hint of disappointment one of the guards said, “No windows, but we can hear.”
Shiro nodded his head and grabbed a torch to light the dark room. The women had sat down. Two of them administered to their injured sisters. 
He took Shiuki aside. “I’ve come to rescue you.”
“Are you crazy? How did you get in?”
“Chika is here with me. She’s disguised as a young warrior learning kitchen duties.” Shiro paused. “I’ve always hated you witches!” Shiro said with a loud voice and encouraged Shiuki with his hand. She obliged by wailing and pretending to be hit.
“It’s easy to react since we all were just beaten. We arrived yesterday.”
Yesterday! “Three days ago for us.”
“Just as well, there were ten sorcerers and thirty soldiers by the time we reached Sekkoro.”
They made some additional sounds to keep the guards interested who likely had their ears stuck to the door.
“How do they avoid your magic?”
Shiuki laughed. “Do you think we can fight a guildhouse full of sorcerers? They had a spell that dampened our magic.” She shrugged. “There’s something you have to do before you attempt to free us.”
“Us? We’re here to free you.”
“My sisters come with me or I’ll stay.”
Shiro knew a firm position when he heard it from his days negotiating in the marketplace back in Koriaki. But then he already figured out that he couldn’t bear to leave any of these women behind. “What do I have to do before I free all of you?” 
“Ashiyo is at the guildhouse.”
“You want me to sneak in there and kill him for exposing you? I’ll do it gladly. I have my own score to settle with him,” Shiro said.
“No, I want you to save him. I won’t leave Sekkoro without him.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
~
SHIRO PANICKED. 
“SETTLE DOWN, KINORU. I know the spell they used on us to reduce our powers. You can use it on them.” Shiuki whispered the spell to Shiro who repeated it back to her. “They are so stupid to think we don’t know how to learn their magic.”
“I have to leave now. I hope to see you again, soon.” He yelled in anger at Shiuki, partly to please the guards and partly because he really was mad. “Why would you possibly want that dishonorable man saved?”
“He’s my husband.”
Well that complicated matters. Shiro tried to think quickly. “Can the rest of these women assume disguises? Can Ashiyo disguise himself?” Shiro rubbed his knuckles on the rough rock surface of the dungeon to make them bloody. Shiuki nodded in the torchlight. “I’ll get him out.”
 “Ashiyo is his disguise,” she said.
Now he’d have to break into a guildhall, rescue his betrayer, and then fight through how many more sorcerers to get him over to the castle!  The rescue mission became less and less possible. “Learn what the guards look like. Perhaps you can assume their guise and you can march out of here. Now scream and stop as if you fainted.”
She performed wonderfully as Shiro pounded on the door. “I’ve had enough,” he said. The guards unlocked the door and let him out. They looked a bit disappointed.
“I thought they would have put a spell on you,” one of the guards said as he locked the door and put a few coins in the other guard’s hand.
“They tried and look what happened,” Shiro sneered, showing them his bloodied fist. They backed away from him. “Don’t worry. She’s being treated by her sisters.” He passed them by and stalked up the stairs memorizing the way.
He tossed the key to the desk guard and began to climb the last flight of stairs up to the kitchen, but then he turned back. “Is there another exit from the dungeons? I’m afraid I’ll be sick smelling food after being down there.”
The guard rubbed is dirty bald head and laughed. “There is, through there.” He pointed at a dark corridor that ran underneath the stairs to the kitchen. “I wouldn’t take it. That’s where the dead ones go and where the slops are thrown out… it links to a sewer that empties into the sea.”
Shiro coughed. “I’ll chance the kitchen then…” He returned up the stairs, smiling to himself.
“We all do,” the guard said to his back. Shiro just shrugged, not turning around.
The kitchen activity had slowed by the time Shiro entered. Chika walked with him out into the practice yard.
“How is Shiuki?”
Shiro kicked at the gravel. “Well enough after getting beaten by the sorcerers. They all were. I don’t know why they were moved to the castle.”
She looked at his knuckles and her eyebrows went up in alarm. “You beat her, too?” 
“An altercation with a wall. I needed to show some evidence of hitting her.” He shrugged and looked across the yard, his mind focusing on the Guildhouse blocks away. “We have to rescue Ashiyo from the Guildhouse.”
“He betrayed Shiuki. Why would we?”
“It seems that Ashiyo and Shiuki are a couple.” Shiro clamped his lips tight. “He comes with us or Shiuki stays.”
Chika put her hand to her forehead. “How are we going to do that? But you were just at the Guildhouse. Did your visit give you any ideas?”
“Yes, don’t try to rescue anyone. We don’t know what wards they have. There’s so much magic bound into a guild house that I don’t know. Apprentices are taught the basics, but…” He shook his head. He looked across the practice yard. The men were beginning to pair up with wooden weapons. Shiro could easily walk out of the castle and out of Sekkoro. No one would be able to find him if he kept shifting his appearance and shielding his magic. He could marry again and acquire a farm. Life could return to normal. 
He looked across the courtyard, harried by a feeling that he didn’t belong anywhere in Roppon. His entry into the guard had been under false pretenses. Shiro didn’t feel inadequate, but the situation unsettled his mind all of a sudden. The revelation that Ashiyo wasn’t whom he thought. The man had betrayed Shiro and Boreko. Why should he save a stranger? Why should he save a woman who he only met weeks before? He had risked his life for these people.
Chika nudged him. “What’s next?”
Shiro knew Chika better than anyone since he met Boreko. He liked her spirit and she had driven him to Sekkoro, so did he do this for her? He really didn’t know. “I’ll come up with something tonight. An opportunity will present itself. Where are you quartered?”
“Above the kitchen. There are stairs to the right of the fireplaces. Barracks are up there. I have to be careful.” She smiled and blushed just a bit. “I’m seeing more of my fellow kitchen workers than I care to.”
“I can see your education expanding.”
“More times than I’d like to see,” she said, lips curling into a smile. A cook walked out of the kitchen door and glared at her. “I’ve got to go.” She ran back to her duties and Shiro walked across the courtyard and grabbed a staff.
~
Shiro buried himself in practice, not wanting to think about his dilemma. If he left what would happen to Chika? What would happen to the ladies of the White Rose who languished in the dungeons below? His exertions didn’t provide him with an answer. He still had no idea of what to do.
After washing up, he joined his fellow soldiers in the mess hall. Anata called out to the men.
“Lord Sekkoro has agreed to ferret out all of the women of the White Rose on the South Isle. In order to do so, he will be working with cooperative lords in the other prefectures. If you don’t have the stomach for killing women, you can remain as guards. For those lords who are less than cooperative, we may be fighting their retainers.”
That brought cheers from the soldiers. Shiro had finally found his purpose. He wouldn’t allow women to be killed out of hand. Would the women fight with magic to save their sisters? Shiro wondered about that. He knew Chika would fight, but what about the others? Shiro thought he could reverse the dampening spell that Shiuki told him. Perhaps he’d need to rescue Ashiyo in order to have an outside opinion. 
He thought of the reaction that Chika’s father had. He banished her when she developed Affinity. Shiro pressed his lips together, feeling grim. He had found the short-term answer to his dilemma. He would take on the cause of the White Rose and save the lives of fellow magic users, even if they were women… perhaps especially because they were women.
Horiuki nudged Shiro in the ribs. “You got to have some fun, I hear!” He laughed.
“I did indeed. Those women were filthy—” He gave Horiuki a knowing wink.
“I don’t care if they’re filthy or not as long as they do what I ask!” Horiuki said. Shiro laughed along with him but wanted nothing more than to leave the mess and work on a plan to take Ashiyo out of the hands of the sorcerers. 
Another nudge disturbed Shiro as he ate and contemplated his next moves. “We head out in two or three days,” Anata said. “Until then we are all on leave. Horiuki knows of a great place, wine and women.”
Shiro had to refuse. “I think I’ll take my traveling companion out if we’re about to leave on a campaign. He’s young and innocent. I want to know what he thinks about the campaign.”
“Suit yourself,” Horiuki said, looking at Shiro sideways. “Like boys? I know another place…”
The comment made Shiro laugh and shook his head. “Nothing like that. I lost my wife and children to sickness not too long ago, so I’m still not ready to carouse. Enjoy yourself.” He spotted Chika serving the soldiers across the room and rose from his cushion. “See you later.”
Chika looked at him too seriously not to have heard Anata’s announcement. “We have leave for two days starting tonight,” she said.
“I know. Once you’re through here, let’s go out this evening. I’d like to explain to you what this campaign means.”
“I’d like that. I’m not too keen on killing women who might remind me of my mother,” she said. A few soldiers overheard her remarks. One laughed and others looked pensively into their wine cups.
“I think I can get you through that. I’ll meet you at the courtyard gate in an hour.” Shiro left the mess and ran across Anata in the barracks.
“Are you excited?” Anata said. “I heard about your episode in the dungeons.”
Shiro looked at his scabbing knuckles. “I don’t like women to knock me over.” He tried to look angry. “But teaching them manners and killing them outright are two different things. I’ve got some thinking to do.”
“You do that. I want to see you out in the field. Horiuki’s a good man, but so are you.”
“I’ve only just joined your men.” Shiro felt uncomfortable with Anata’s compliments.
“Doesn’t matter. I know how to take a measure of a man. Other than your dungeon excursion, I take you for a person who knows how to stay focused.”
Shiro nodded. “I try to do my best, sir.”
Anata clapped him on the shoulder. “You do that. Always do your best and you will rise in the ranks.” He laughed. He turned as he walked out of the barracks. “If you need to talk, find me. You men can have a good time, but I have a lot to do before we head out.” Shiro noticed a dark look on his face. Shiro wondered if Anata entertained some second thoughts.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
~
SHIRO STOOD IN THE GATHERING DARKNESS of the barracks. He liked Anata, but not for what the man would be doing in the near future. Following orders. He’s just following orders, but Shiro knew that he couldn’t kill innocent people, even if it was to maintain his disguise. Sometimes in wars, that happened, but he didn’t see how women sorcerers constituted enough of a threat to exterminate them… or even confine them to prison.
He took enough of his belongings so that if he wouldn’t be able to return, for whatever reason, he could escape. He’d wear his uniform, but he could disguise that if he needed to.
Chika waited for him at the gate. Soldiers were already filing out for the evening’s festivities. Both of them exited the castle along with nine other soldiers. The soldiers went to the right and Chika and Shiro walked straight ahead to an alleyway that would take them to a road passing the Guildhouse.
They sat on a bench in front of a tavern across from the entrance. Where would they have Ashiyo? Shiro thought of the Guild’s headquarters in Boriako and it’s stone walls and two basements. But would a common guildhouse have a lower level? He didn’t see any suitable stone foundations in evidence as he looked at their ultimate destination and didn’t remember any when he picked up Shiuki earlier in the day.
“Guards at the entrance. When they stop anyone, they test their powers or read a pass. We have the magic, but we don’t have a pass,” Chika said.
“I don’t trust my new powers of disguise to come up with a convincing sorcerer’s robe,” Shiro said as a serving girl came with a hot bottle of wine and two cups along with a bowl of pickled vegetables. If they were captured or killed, at least Chika would have a last taste of her favorite food.
Chika laughed when the serving girl went back inside. “Perhaps we should just kill a couple of sorcerers and take their robes.”
Shiro knew she didn’t mean it, but what if they captured a pair and interrogated them? “Do you know any spells that will make a person to tell the truth?”
She brightened up. “I know two that we can use. I’m not powerful enough, but there is a spell that will cut off Affinity and I can perform a truth spell, but it’s not totally reliable.”
“We can’t afford to work off of bad information.”
“Isn’t it better than a total lack of knowledge?”
“I see your point,” Shiro said.
“I’ve seen too many…” Chika said, waiting for Shiro’s laughter. 
Shiro ignored the comment as he noticed three sorcerers leaving and took a deep breath. He never judged himself to be an action-oriented kind of person, but perhaps the more passive part of his life had ceased to exist, at least for the present. “Time to see how our magic works. Walk on the this side of the street until I signal.”
Chika nodded and took the last bit of pickled vegetables and finished up her cup of wine. Shiro threw some coins on the table and got up. As Chika walked away, Shiro stretched and sauntered across the street. Once he was out of sight of the gate, he picked up his pace until he nearly caught up to the sorcerers. Chika walked slightly ahead of the sorcerers, but she went unnoticed as the sorcerers began to bicker among each other. 
They turned a corner. The road was little more than an alley and the coming night had already smothered it in darkness. A merchant and a servant passed the sorcerers. Chika moved up to Shiro’s side as soon as the two men had passed. 
“I’ll throw a spell on them,” Shiro said as he triggered the magic-dampening spell that Shiuki had taught him, not sure that it would work.
The sorcerers stopped in the middle of the lane and began to urgently whisper between themselves. Their faces looked concerned. Shiro thought that the spell must have worked rather well.
“I’m in need of some information,” Shiro said, now wearing Horiuki’s face.
“So are we,” one of the sorcerers said. “A person of power has, uh, used Affinity close by. Have you seen anyone in robes?”
Shiro looked back to see the merchant and his companion turn the corner and disappear. No one would witness what was to come. “Those two,” he said. “Is there anything wrong?”
Alarm showed on the sorcerer’s faces. “Would you escort us back to the Guildhouse? We have forgotten something.”
“Like your powers?” Chika said as she walked up. “You all look pretty impotent to me.” Shiro had to keep from smiling.
“Watch your tongue, boy.”
“I’ve found that somewhat hard to do. Have you ever tried it?” Chika smiled as she turned back into the image of Shiuki’s cook that Shiro knew.
“A White Rose!”
“And a powerful one,” Shiro said. “We need two robes.”
“Whatever for?” a sorcerer said.
Chika threw a spell at the defenseless man. He clutched his heart and fainted. His two companions backed into a wall, holding out their hands. “Please don’t kill us!” Their eyes were wide with fear.
Shiro walked up and pushed the taller of the two back into the wall while Chika dragged the body out of the middle of the lane. “As I said, we need some information. A former sorcerer, Ashiyo, currently resides within the Guildhouse. This lady would like to speak with him. Do you have any idea how we can do that?”
Chika dragged the comatose sorcerer into an alley and returned to fold her arms, glaring at the sorcerers.
Beads of sweat ran down their faces. “We can’t tell you that.”
Shiro pulled out his dagger. He wouldn’t show them his sword. It was too unique. He’d have to remember that the next time he accosted guild members prior to breaking out a prisoner of the sorcerers. He shoved the sorcerer back up against the wall.
“It’s an easy choice. Your life or give me some useful information.”
The sorcerer sneered at Shiro. “I won’t tell you what you want.” The sorcerer’s eyes grew as he clutched his throat. He slid down the wall. 
Shiro looked back at Chika and glared. “We won’t get anything out of them if you keep up with that!” Chika shrugged and then Shiro turned to the last of the trio. “Well?”
The last sorcerer threw up his hands as Chika took the feet of the recently dispatched sorcerer, dragging him in a tiny alley to join his colleague. “Your turn?” Chika said. “Do you think two times are enough for a girl? What do you think, Horiuki?”
Shiro furrowed his brow. Now wasn’t the time for jokes. However it seemed to work on the sorcerer.
“In the back. The cells are underneath the storage building.”
“Is there a posterior entrance?”
“A what?” the sorcerer said.
“A door in the back,” Chika said.
“Oh. Yes. Our deliveries come in the back of the building. The kitchen and the storage building are next to each other.”
Shiro nodded and Chika put the last of the sorcerers to sleep. Shiro took this one to the alleyway and conjured up a light. “I’ll take the tall one’s robes and you’ll…”
“Come up a little short?” Chika said. “Look how limp this robe is. I’m embarrassed.” She smiled.
“As well you should be.” He had already removed one of the robes and threw it at Chika.
She gasped. “You expect me to wear this? The sorcerer isn’t wearing anything underneath!”
Shiro made a downward motion with his hand. “Keep it down. Don’t let it bother you.” He had to repress a sigh of relief when he discovered the tall sorcerer had at least worn underclothes. “Follow me.”
They both gripped swords in their hands as they hurried out of the lane and onto a dimly lit street. The guildhouse took up an entire block. No one took notice of the pair as they walked slowly along the peach-colored stucco fence. He could sense magical wards along the top. He looked at Chika and then up at the top of the wall.
“Not a good idea to climb,” Chika said.
“That’s why there is a door.” He stood at the door and wondered how to get in. “It’s time to change our appearance. Do you have another disguise model?”
“What do you think I’ve been doing in the kitchen?” 
Shiro now looked at the ugly face of a cook who had yelled at her just hours earlier. He changed back to Kinoru as they approached the door. “How long do you think the sorcerers will be out?”
“An hour? Two? Four? I don’t know. I’ve never used the spell before. I just noticed what the sorcerers did at Shiuki’s inn. I didn’t put as much into it as they did. Seemed to work. Those sorcerers didn’t die on us, did they?”
“I suppose not.” Shiro shook his head. He didn’t like improvising so much, but they had no choice. He came to the door and found a rope to pull. “There must be a gong on the other side. Let’s see if we can get in without a fuss.” He pulled on the rope and did, indeed, hear a gong.
A worker dressed in the whitish clothes of a cook opened the door. “No deliveries until tomorrow.” The man yawned and then noticed that he spoke with sorcerers. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. You know it’s against the rules to let guild members through this gate.”
Shiro grabbed the cook’s shirt. “You don’t understand. Bandits have accosted three of our brothers. They are lying in an alley along a lane that way.” Shiro pointed in the opposite direction from where they had come. “Get some help!” He pushed the cook back inside the guildhouse grounds. 
The man ran into the darkness, appearing as he ran past a lit window. “Help!  Help!”
Shiro pulled Chika through the door and looked at both of the buildings. Cooking smells came from their right, so they sneaked to the back of the storage building on the left. Shiro forced a sliding window open and climbed inside. He helped Chika through.
“I could have done it myself,” she said.
Shiro merely grinned and put his finger to his lips. He led her towards the light. A lantern illuminated a wide archway over stone steps. No one stood guard as he adjusted his robes and began to descend. He walked into the light of another lantern. A sorcerer sat eating pickled vegetables. 
“I like those,” Chika said. “Can I have some?”
The sorcerer sneered. Shiro hadn’t recalled any classes in sneering during his apprentice training, but it seemed to be talent that most sorcerers expertly picked up.
“Where is Ashiyo?” Shiro said. “We’ve been sent down to ask him a question.”
“Who sent you?” 
“The Guildmaster,” Chika said.
The man put out his hand. “No one sees the prisoner without authorization.”
“I’ll give you authorization.” Chika pointed at him and the man fell into a faint. She smiled as she took his pickled vegetables. “We should hire the cook. These are better than mine!”
“You and your pickled vegetables. Let’s see where they have Ashiyo.”  Shiro quickly stripped the robe from the comatose sorcerer.
“Ashiyo!” Shiro called as he pulled the sorcerer along the corridor. He had only found one key so all of the doors must have used the same lock. He stopped when he heard a muffled voice.  When he opened the door, a scrawny old man stood only wearing underclothes.
“Ashiyo?” This couldn’t be Shiuki’s husband.
“If you think I’m Ashiyo, you’re an intruder!” The old man pushed Shiro back against the wall with magic and scuttled past him and up the stairs. 
“Why didn’t you stop him,” Shiro yelled back at Chika.
Chika poked her head around the corner with her cheek full of vegetables. ‘Who said I didn’t?” she said with her mouth full.
Shiro hurriedly pushed all of the dungeon doors open and found Ashiyo asleep on his pallet. He shook the man awake.
“Hurry!  We’ve got to flee. Shiuki sent me.”
Ashiyo stood up and shook the sleep out of his head. He wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothes. Shiro threw the guard’s robes at Ashiyo and helped him into them. The robes were much too big. “Can you assume a disguise?”
“Very well.” The man grew in height until the robes fit much better. He was of a size with Shiro with a thick head of gray hair and clear eyes. This is the husband. “This is my real visage,” he said, smiling. “It’s good to be myself again.”
He still didn’t look quite right, but the light did strange things in the cells. “I’ll go ahead. You stay between Chika and I. Then we’re going to the castle to rescue Shiuki.” 
The three of them crept up the stairs and past the body of the old man. Shiro led them to the back gate. This time a sorcerer stood there. 
“Hold this,” the man gave a marble to Chika. 
“Piki Paki Poki,” Chika said. The marble glowed.
“Ok.”
“Now you.”
Ashiyo took the marble. “Piki Paki Poki.” The tiny globe glowed quite a bit dimmer than Chika’s attempt. Ashiyo put the marble in Shiro’s hand. 
“Piki Paki Poki,” Shiro said, willing the marble to glow dimly, but it didn’t work. A brilliant white rose appeared in the marble and lit up the door.
“You’re a Master?” The sorcerer gave Shiro an astonished look. Chika put the man down as she had all the others as they rushed into the back street. Shiro kept the marble and pulled the door shut. 
“Now would be a great time to teleport,” Chika said.
“Well?” Ashiyo said, looking at Shiro with a bit of awe. “He’s certainly powerful enough.”
“Power isn’t everything,” Shiro said, feeling miserable. “I don’t know how!” They ran down the street and passed the first lane and then passed another street as it curved, like all of the local streets, around the base of the castle. “Time to ditch the robes and become guards again.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
~

“I’M NOT—” ASHIYO SMILED, AND THEN DISGUISED HIMSELF as a woman. “Shiuki hates it when I do this,” he said.
Shiro, back to being Kinoru, took Ashiyo by the elbow and marched him up to the lower castle gate. “We found another sorceress. Decided she could go in with the others.” Shiro gave the guard his identity stick and they were waved past. 
By the time they reached the soldier’s courtyard, no guards were about. All were out having a good time and it was beginning to get dark. They reached the empty mess, when Anata strolled up to them. “What do you have here?”
“We found a sorcerous woman at a quiet inn and decided to put her in with the others.”
Anata looked as if he had been cornered. He rubbed his chin, but couldn’t stop the shaking in his hand. “Why didn’t you take her to the Guild?”
“There seemed to be some commotion there, so I thought it better to put her in with the other women.”
The captain paled in the torchlight. “You’d better not go down into the dungeons,” he said. The man seemed evasive and nervous at Shiro’s request and he shouldn’t have been.
Shiro furrowed his brows. “Why not?”
“You are not to go to the dungeons!”
“Then what do I do with her?”
Anata took a deep breath. “Then kill her like the others were killed. You hate them enough.” Shiro now noticed his eyes were red-rimmed.
“What?”
“The Lord’s personal guard, just minutes ago. Both of you should be drunk and in the bed of a hired woman like all of the others.”
Anata crumpled to the ground and Chika dragged him through the door of the deserted mess. “I didn’t hold back this time,” she said, grimly. She rolled him behind a table after Ashiyo took off Anata’s clothes and sword. 
“I must see her.” Ashiyo said, now that he was dressed appropriately and armed.
Shiro’s heart jumped as well as his stomach. He fought off the nausea that he felt. Nothing good would come of their trip to level seven. He led them through the kitchen. A single cook sang loudly to himself as he stirred a pot of soup and didn’t note their slipping through the kitchen and down into the dungeon. They heard voices down below. All of the keys were off of the pegs. The coppery smell of blood overpowered the stench he had smelled on his last trip.
Ashiyo ran down the stairs, heedless of the need for stealth. He attacked the guards, who were stacking up bodies at level one, with Anata’s sword. Shiro had to push the older man aside so the more-expert guard didn’t kill the man. It didn’t take but a moment before the guard had been dispatched.
Chika took on the other one and showed no mercy. She wasn’t Shiro’s equal with a sword, but more than competent enough to handle the guard. Shiro noticed the hardness set into the face of the youth, whose disguise she still used.
Ashiyo followed her down leaving Shiro gawking at the human destruction. Seven levels of this? 
It appeared that there were at least two guards at each level. Ashiyo’s killing frenzy affected Chika and both of them dispatched all of the dungeon guards on the second level before Shiro could stop them. Down another level. Now they ran into the Lord’s personal guards. These fighters were more skilled.
Chika had begun to use her power to help her swordplay. Ashiyo barely evaded a slash when Shiro caught up to him and took over. Ashiyo stepped aside. 
“Go on. I’ll only get myself killed against the Lord’s men,” Ashiyo said. He stood behind Shiro and harried the guards enough to restrict their movements. 
Shiro began to slip on the stones, now covered in blood. His opponents fared no better and Chika had begun to stun her opponents before she ran them through. Shiro matched her technique and that accelerated their descent to the lowest levels. At the end, White Rose bodies mingled with those of the Lord’s guard. 
They began to lay out the bodies where they fell as they moved up level by level. Nearly one hundred women had been killed. Shiro couldn’t feel any emotion, just an awful numbness in his heart and in his mind. 
By the time Shiro reached level one again, he bent over, hands on knees and retched. Taking deep breaths he looked over all of the women. The senseless carnage overcame him again. This was what Anata planned on doing all over the South Isle. How could anyone find honor is such an activity? He’d never seen such evil. He spat in anger and to get the awful taste out of his mouth, but it didn’t work
Ashiyo brought up the bloody body of Shiuki to level one. Tears streamed down his face.
Shiro tried to piece together what he needed to do in the next minute, the next hour. His mind could plan no farther.
“We leave by the sewers, where they will dispose of all this,” he said, waving his hand. “If we go back the way we came, there will be plenty of witnesses, even if we are able to disguise our blood-covered clothes. There’s no one to save except ourselves.” Even he could hear the bleakness in his voice.
Ashiyo stood up. “A funeral pyre. I won’t have my love thrown away in the sewer.”
“And it might disguise our escape,” Chika said, “as much as I hate leaving my sisters here.” Shiro noticed the tracks of tears down her blood-spattered face.
They descended one last time to the bottom, arranging the bodies in more honorable poses. Ashiyo found a pair of breeches and sandals to wear. They removed the coins from the guards’ bodies.
“Have you left anything incriminating, Chika?”
She shook her head. “I have what I want to keep on me.”
“So do I. Let’s say a prayer to whatever gods we choose and leave this tomb.”
The three each said a prayer. Ashiyo could speak his own words. The man ended by attempting a chant, but couldn’t finish.
Shiro asked his family god to protect their souls. The emotion grabbed at him and his legs felt like lead as he trudged halfway up the stairs between level seven and level six. He took in a deep, fetid breath and sent flames into the dungeons. The heat drove them upward as they repeated setting fire to all of the corpses as they ascended. By the time they reached the back door, they could hardly see through the greasy smoke. Shiro unbolted the door to the sewer pathway as he checked for tell tale footprints. 
“I can lock this behind us,” Ashiyo said and levitated the hinged bar of the door up and closed it. He released the spell and the bar fell into place. No one would know they came this way. They ran down the corridor, the sewer smell became worse, but Shiro, for one, preferred the smell of the sewer to the stench of the burning flesh they left behind. They continued to work their way down. No stairs here, just a pathway made out of the rough rubble of the foundation of the castle. Pillars on the sides of their route held up wooden supports kept the ceiling intact. When the fire got to here, the entire castle might come down.
The smell of sewage finally got to Chika, making her gag. “Put something around your face,” Ashiyo said. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
~
THEY ALL NOW WORE MASKS made from whatever cloth they could cover their mouths with. The air thickened with the smell, but they came to a channel. Filthy water ran through it, but they had no choice but to jump in. Shiro couldn’t touch bottom and they all were swept away into the current as the sewer doused the torch they had taken with them.
Shiro fought to keep his head above water and conjured a small ball of light to accompany them as they were taken down, down, down. He heard the roar of the ocean as he extinguished his light. They were about to be coughed out of Sekkoro’s sewers. 
He fell for what seemed like forever, but it must have only been twenty feet, into the dark ocean. Waves washed over him as he lost his orientation in the dimness of deepening twilight, but he finally struggled to find the surface. As he shot up into the air and gasped for breath, he saw Ashiyo holding a limp Chika. 
Both of them helped carry her out from the shore and then they swam further east until they spotted an inlet. All three collapsed on the tiny sandy beach. Shiro produced a tiny ball of light. Chika stopped breathing and her disguise melted away. Where was the cook? This woman was young, younger than Shiro. She had long black hair and a wrinkle-free complexion. Her body was toned and trim, like a noble goddess. A beautiful woman lay in front of him. No wonder she had never revealed her true appearance, no one would forget her.
Shiro breathed into her mouth and prayed to his family god to save her. 
Ashiyo pushed on her chest after Shiro breathed in her mouth until she coughed up water. Shiro helped her sit up. She put a strong, but shapely hand to her forehead. “I died?”
Ashiyo nodded. “Your disguise disappeared so I would suppose you came very close to it.”
Chika put a hand to her face and felt her skin. “I haven’t looked like this since I arrived at Shiuki’s inn five years ago.” Tears came into her eyes. “She is dead, isn’t she? I didn’t dream of my sisters’ deaths, did I?”
Shiro shook his head. “We turned the Sekkoro dungeons into a funeral pyre.”
Ashiyo looked off towards Sekkoro. “We might have done a bit more than that.”
A glow came from the west. They all got up and staggered along the stream that created the inlet, and walked up a hill until they could see a beacon in the distance. The castle burned with a fury, lighting up the night sky.
“Serves them right,” Ashiyo said, with tears again running down his face. “A fitting send-off. Oh my Shiuki!” He fell to his knees and pounded the ground. Chika put her arms around him and they both cried as they looked on as Sekkoro burned.
Shiro stood gazing at the conflagration and the grieving pair. He had escaped with Ashiyo, but at what cost? He couldn’t blame himself for the women’s deaths, although Shiro still felt like he had let them down. Couldn’t they have used their magic to stave off the guards? Yet the guild had killed them, just as surely as the Lord Sekkoro’s guards. They had stripped the women of their ability to defend themselves. What a tragedy!
He sat down, now drained physically and emotionally. The flames likely eliminated the discovery of their escape. He plucked the drenched cloth of his clothing. At least the smell of their night’s work and flight wouldn’t dwell with them.
What a waste of life!  He’d seen little brutality in his life, and nothing had prepared him for what he had seen in the dungeons. 
Ashiyo took a deep shuddering breath and looked over at Shiro. “I want to kill them all,” 
“Who? Who was behind all of this?” Shiro said. “Were you the one who sent Boreko and me to the prison island?”
Ashiyo nodded. “The Guild would have killed you. No one is supposed to survive the desert. They only send those who don’t know how to transport to Diakko Island. I didn’t know Boreko very well, but I knew the Guild had trackers on you from when you left the village at the edge of the desert. You arrived after they had told me to watch out for you to come. I had no choice. Forgive me.” The man had no reserves left in him. 
“There is nothing to forgive, only thanks for your deflecting our punishment. Roniki and Yushidon were ready to dispose of me anyway. They had Boreko poisoned and I had to escape before they had a chance to do the same to me. Now that I can shield my magic,” Shiro nodded to Chika, “they won’t know where to find us. What’s your story?”
Ashiyo bowed his head to collect his emotions. “Ashiyo and I grew up together. The day he tested for magic, my family had gone to another city for an aunt’s funeral. I didn’t see him until after I had come into my powers. He had become a sorcerer and helped advise the Lord Sekkoro. I became his servant and he taught me all that he knew.”
Shaking his head, Ashiyo continued. “He would have never let the Guild take Boreko. I’m not as noble as my former master. He sent me to the west to inspect an estate he considered retiring to. I stayed at the White Chrysanthemum and met Shiuki. I never would have believed I could fall so thoroughly in love at my age.” Ashiyo broke down in to sobs and then collected himself. “I returned to Sekkoro, but Shiuki and I both found excuses to visit one another. After a few years we married. We would have moved in together, but Ashiyo took ill. He made me promise him, as he lay dying, to take his identity. I pretended that I was the one to die and took places with my Master three years ago. 
“Once I intervened on your behalf, the Guild had me watched. I visited one of Shiuki’s sisters to get the message to her of the latest round up of the White Rose Society and they caught me. Not knowing I wore a magical disguise, the spell is a secret closely guarded by the White Rose Society, they imprisoned me and forced me to talk.” He began to sob again. “I… I betrayed my own beloved.” Chika tried to console him but he gently pushed her away. “I’m better, thank you.”
“Why didn’t you use magic to escape?” 
“There are wards in the jail cells that shield the walls and doors from magic. They made it very clear that if one were to escape they would all be killed. They killed them all anyway.” Ashiyo turned to look at the burning city.
“Did the Guild capture all of the White Rose Society?” Shiro said.
“I only gave them the locations of the society from Sekkoro to Shiuki’s White Chrysanthemum that I knew of. There might be others. Would that I could have resisted their spells.” He broke down again.
How could Shiro comfort the man? He felt useless when it came to this kind of thing and looked at Chika again reaching out to put a hand on his shoulder. At least they had revived her and she could give Ashiyo the help that Shiro couldn’t provide. 
He grit his teeth, their next step clear in his mind. “Then we will head east and warn the women.”
“You can’t free them all,” Chika said. “They won’t come. Where would you even take them?”
“I know a place far to the north, where I used to live. A nexus is there in a valley.  We’ll assemble there and fight the Guild.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
~
CHIKA ASSUMED THE GUISE OF THE YOUTH again. Shiro looked at her in the light of the moon. Chika, the young woman was as tall as Chika the young man. Shiro had to admit he preferred the woman.
“I miss your lovely face,” Shiro said.
She scoffed at him. “It will be easier for you to converse with a young man, rather than Chika Udishi, banished daughter of one of the South Isle lords.”
Shiro sighed, not getting her real image out of his mind. “Suit yourself. It will be easier for you to travel in your present guise, anyway.”
“I always wanted strapping sons,” Ashiyo said. They had been traveling on foot for ten days. “Now I have two.” He grinned as they continued walking east into the night. Shiro’s idea had given the man a mission.
Since their escape from Sekkoro, Chika hadn’t plied him with double entendres. Shiro had to admit he had enjoyed playing the game with her, but perhaps the prospect of traipsing around in her father’s domain depressed her.
“Did you read Ashiyo’s real library on Affinity and how to use it?”
Ashiyo nodded his head. “I did. Unfortunately, my power level is barely apprentice level; at least that’s what the real Ashiyo told me.”
“By the way, what is your name? I can’t be calling you Ashiyo when we’re talking about Ashiyo,” Shiro said.
“Ah. My name is Himura. I’m from a little village east of Rumoto.”
Shiro laughed. “I am too.”
“What?” Himura furrowed his brows in confusion.
“That was my story when they asked about my history when I joined the army at the castle. We lived on a farm, so I didn’t tell them my village.”
“Well, I can be more specific. Ashiyo’s father was the largest merchant in Rumoto and I grew up in a smithy.”
Shiro grew curious. “A smithy? Maybe you might know something about my sword. It’s time for a break anyway.”
Himura carried their food, purchased from a roadside inn, and distributed rice cakes and chicken jerky. After getting something in his stomach, Shiro unsheathed his sword. “What can you tell me about this?” He handed it over to Himura.
“Quite unconventional. Ancient, I’d say. The blade is made out of a steel I’ve never seen. What is underneath this wrapping?” Himura moved to take it off. “There is something with power underneath.”
Shiro took a deep breath and let him unwrap it. 
“Ah. It’s unique.” Himura touched the stone and fell back. “I don’t have the power to touch this. I know of only one stone, jewel actually, that this could be. I can’t believe I hold this sword.”
“The Sunstone? I wondered if it could be the actual thing.”
Chika touched the stone. She grunted and had to sit down. “That is pure power.”
Himura examined the blade. “I wouldn’t show this to anyone, Shiro. It’s legendary.”
“I know little about it. Four stones were created in ancient times, when the world was ruled from the continent of Ayrtani. The wizard-ruler made three for his continental rulers and kept one. Some kind of cataclysm occurred,” Shiro shook his head,” and then they were lost.”
“Not lost. Only the Purestone and the Sunstone have been gone for centuries. The Moonstone was recently lost in Zarroni and the Bloodstone is in the possession of the ruler of the Red Kingdom on Besseti.”
“That’s right,” Shiro said. “The one who ruled over Roppon ordered the sword destroyed. It didn’t happen.” 
“You sharpened the blade?” Himura said as he looked at the edge.
“I did with a bit of magic. It has held an edge for weeks.”
“Indeed. As the magic dissipates, so will the edge. The shape of the blade is very recognizable, even without knowledge of the stone. Why don’t you place a spell on the blade to hide it.”
Shiro had never even considered that. “You know what kind of spell?”
The older man laughed. “I know all kinds of spells but I don’t have sufficient power. You have sufficient power, but don’t know the spells. We can’t fix my situation, but together, we can solve yours.”
“I’ll use the knowledge, in the memory of Shiuki.” Shiro said. He might not be able to comfort the man’s feelings, but he still could do something for the woman who befriended him.
Himura grabbed onto Shiro’s wrist. “We’ll do it together.” His breath hitched. “For her.”
Chika pursed her lips. “Or we’ll die trying…”
Shiro glared at her. “No try. Not acceptable. We’ve made this far.”
She’d returned his glare and narrowed her eyes even more. Shiro had never seen Chika show such anger. “You think walking through my prefecture and just plucking up the White Rose Society will be easy? My father hates my sisters.”
“Do you know why?” Shiro asked. He really wanted to know.
“My grandmother had the power and used it on his uncle. Killed him. My mother said the man tried to rape her. My father said she did it to install her son-in-law as Lord of the Prefecture. He was the son-in-law and he hated her for raising him to his position with magic. It lacked all honor.”
“Who do you believe?” Himura said.
“I don’t know the truth!” Chika said putting her hands to her head. “Ever since I knew I had Affinity, my life has been a mess.” She looked miserable as she said it. “You’d think my father would thank his mother-in-law for giving him a domain, but he didn’t.”
Shiro wondered what he could say. “Perhaps he’s scared you would kill him to put your own son in his place.”
“I’d never do such a thing!”
“Does he know that?” Shiro said. “Did you ever talk to him about it?”
The question silenced Chika. “No.”
“Himura, have you ever known sorcerers to eliminate rulers to advance their own political agenda?”
The older man shook his head. “Only among sorcerers. The Guild would have a sorcerer removed if they tried to become a noble. That’s why all progeny of all nobles are inducted into the Guild if they show power. They cannot rule.”
“Wild talents are the real problem,” Shiro said. “The White Rose Society needs to be set up as a Guild for women with rules that Roppon can trust to be enforced.”
Chika threw up her hands. “Now you want to run the White Society!”
“You know me well enough, Chika. Do you think that’s ever been in my mind?”
Chika looked away. “You had designs on changing the White Society after you had rescued Shiuki.” She folded her arms and turned back to drill him with narrowed eyes.
“Who would be running the society?”
“Shiuki.”
Shiro nodded his head. “Shiuki. I only wanted her to be safe, for those with Affinity to be safe from the depredations of the Guild. As a shadow organization you are subject to the whims of those in power. Lord Sekkoro wanted women sorcerers put to death. He got his wish and we’ve found out as we’ve traveled that he paid for the act with his own life.”
“Good. He deserved burning in his castle with my sisters.”
“But did Shiuki and her sisters deserve it? We might have been killed along with them had circumstances not gone our way.”
Himura snorted. “If you call that our way.” He put up his hand. “I’m in agreement with you on this Shiro and you should agree, too, Chika. Don’t get mad at Shiro about what you think might happen. You’re doing the same thing your father did, ascribing motives that simply aren’t there.”
Chika got up, huffed around a bit and took off down the road. The two men hurriedly gathered their things and followed her, but not too close. Shiro imagined smoke coming out of her ears and he’d rather discuss their plans when she might be a bit more amenable. Himura must have really hurt her with his last words. Now they might have alienated her and, among other things, Shiro needed her knowledge of the east.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
~
CHIKA STILL WALKED FAR IN FRONT OF THEM as she entered a village, not waiting for them at all. She walked into an inn. Shiro and Himura sighed at the thought of finally being able to talk to her. 
“A youth came into the inn a few minutes ago,” Shiro said after he walked up to the innkeeper’s counter.
“No,” the innkeeper said. “A woman came in and asked if I needed a good cook. I always need a cook, been doing it myself for the last few months. I hired her. Strange lady wearing arms like some soldier…  Like you for example,” the innkeeper said looking at Shiro.
The two of them had really upset her. If Chika wanted to work her frustrations out on cooking food, then let her do it. Shiro wanted to be ready to do whatever he needed to do to have her rejoin them when the time came. In order to do that they’d need to stick around somewhere.
“We’re looking to stay here for a few weeks and wait for our companion. Do you rent rooms for that long?” Shiro would let Chika work out her frustrations, but he couldn’t dream of moving on without her.
The man shook his head. I don’t, but the general merchant up the street owns a few shacks on the edge of the village. You might talk him into something. Feel free to eat your meals here. With the new cook, I’m sure my regulars will return. She said she’s very good.”
Himura gave the man a bow. “I am sure that she will work out. Thank you for your help and we will return this evening.” Shiro gave the innkeeper a curt nod as they left to seek out the merchant.
“A few weeks?” Himura said.
Shiro shrugged. “I don’t know how long Chika will need. She’s probably very upset with us and I’d rather not have ill feelings get in the way of what we are about to do. I need to learn more magic in any event. An interlude in this village might suit us well, anyway. With the Lord Sekkoro dead, there won’t be as much impetus to drive out the White Rose Society.”
Himura kicked at a rock in the road. “I suppose you’re right. I still haven’t taught you how to disguise your sword.” He grinned. “I could use some time on a sleeping pallet rather than on hard ground anyway.”
Shiro laughed. “Depends on what’s available. Remember, Chika had most of our money,” he said as they ducked into the merchant’s shop.
“We’re looking for a place to stay for a week or two and the innkeeper up the street said that you might have something we can rent for that long.”
The old merchant looked up at them, being short, skinny and bald. “I’ve got a house close in. Three sleeping places. No more than three weeks, though. I have a long-term tenant who’ll be working on a farm close-by the village moving in with his family. It has its own well—one of the few in the neighborhood.”
“Fortune smiles on us,” Shiro said, smiling to the merchant. “We’ll take it.” They negotiated the rent and Shiro paid for the first week in advance. He hoped he wouldn’t be staying past that. 
The little house wasn’t far and the pair spent the rest of the day cleaning it out. The place didn’t have many conveniences, but enough for them. They washed down the place and themselves using water from the well. 
Shiro squatted in his underclothes, pouring water over his dirty body when Chika opened the gate to the yard in her cook’s guise.
“Three pallets, the merchant said. I’ll take one of them.” She eyed Shiro’s dripping body and paused to say something, but didn’t. He had hoped for some suitable quip.
“You want one?”
She nodded. “I’m not ready to talk to you two, but the innkeeper’s eyes rove a bit too much and I found out that cooks don’t stay because he thinks that the wages include nighttime visitation privileges.”
Shiro bit off a retort this time and he heroically kept a smile from blossoming on his face.
“Preserve your privacy and your purse. You are free to sleep here.”
“Won’t be much of that. I’m to cook breakfast, lunch and dinner and any in-between meals that customers demand. I’ve much to think about, so I’m ready for the abuse.”
“That kind of abuse,” Himura said as he walked out from the house.
“You heard the conversation?” Chika said.
“Enough. I agree with Shiro. You are more than welcome here and if and when you are ready to move on, we’ll be here ready to go.”
She grunted and left the yard.
“Won’t see much of her until she’s ready,” Himura said. “She’ll be gone before we rise and will come in after we’re asleep.”
“As long as we stay in contact, I’m confident she’ll return to us. We need her money as much as anything else. I only hope we can stretch what little we have to keep us fed,” Shiro said.
“I saw a smithy on the way in. I noticed lots of work collecting dust and rust on the outside. Perhaps he can use a hand.”
Shiro only really knew how to use magic and farm. “I’ll go back to the merchant and see if anyone needs an expert farmhand. Don’t commit to too much time. I need to become your student.”
Himura laughed. “I haven’t forgotten. Perhaps we can make inquiries before we go to the inn to taste Chika’s delights. As I remember, she is a remarkably good cook for a young woman.”
“She does well on the road.”
~
Himura sat at the small table at the inn. He had taught Shiro how to disguise his sword and he had to perfect it before he showed up at the inn.
“That looks right to me,” Himura said, looking at the more traditional hilt sticking up from the sword on Shiro’s back. “It’s too bad you can’t shove the sword in your sash like everyone else, but there are enough rogues out in the world that wear their sword as you do.”
Shiro grunted. “Overhear anything?”
“Nothing useful. I asked about the blacksmith and he doesn’t show up here very often.”
Both of them eyed the crowd drinking tea. Wine could come after dinner.  Shiro saw the merchant arrive and sit at another table. 
“There is our merchant friend,” Himura said.
Shiro nodded and rose from his bench, sauntering over. “I’m afraid I’m going to have some time on my hands and wondered if there is some daytime labor to keep me busy.”
“And earn some more rent money for me?” The merchant grinned, showing blackened, twisted teeth. “The land that my new tenants are to work isn’t in very good shape. I’ll pay you to clean the plot up. I’ll inspect your work every few days and pay you what I think your work is worth.”
Shiro put his hand to his chin. He didn’t really trust this man and could see him trying to cheat Shiro out of his pay. “And if you don’t want to pay me anything it would be easy for you to reject my efforts. That doesn’t sound like a suitable arrangement to me.”
The merchant grumbled. “Take it or leave it.” He waved Shiro away. “It’s of no difference to me.”
“I appreciate the opportunity, but I will pass. My thanks for considering my services.” Shiro bowed to the merchant, despite the merchant’s anger, and returned to the table. The man was their landlord, after all.
“He wanted to dictate what he’d pay me.”
Himura winced. “That old man would never show satisfaction of what you did.”
An ancient farmer shuffled up to their table and looked back at the merchant. “You rejected Usho’s offer? You made a wise decision. I have a job for you. My farm needs to be put to bed for the winter. Everything was harvested some time ago in mid-summer except for my wife’s vegetable garden. My son helps me, but he’s gone until the spring to find a new wife.” The old man laughed. “Wore the other one out. I’ll pay you every day for your work and I won’t cheat you. I’ve got a tool shed that needs seeing to. Hope you don’t mind witches, for it’s close by a cottage where four of them live.”
Shiro smiled. “I’d be happy to help. I’m not afraid of witches either.” He winked at the old man.
“Good. I’m the second farm on the road that heads southeast a few hundred paces outside of town. Be there at the crack of dawn. Name is Yori.” He bowed to Shiro. “Bring your friend if you’d like. Make your work shorter.”
“I’m Shiro and this is Himura. Himura’s a smith and if the local smithy won’t hire him I’ll bring him along.”
“Thank you.” Shiro stood and bowed to Yori. The old man smiled and shuffled to his table, drained a cup of wine and proceeded out of the inn. “There we go and the work offer is for the both of us.”
“If we both liked farming, but it appears that there’s only one of us who do. I’ll first take my chances with the smith.”
Chika came out of the kitchen with a bowl of pickled vegetables. She tossed it on the table. “Now what are you going to do?”
“Ready to leave?” Shiro asked. 
She sat down and picked out some vegetables and let them slide down her throat. “No. I’m not sure yet. Give me more time. The innkeeper won’t. I’ve got another two hours work, yet. Enjoy.” She coughed and hurried back to the kitchen.
Shiro plucked up a few vegetables. “I think she’s just about ready and it’s only been a day.” He put the vegetables in his mouth and felt the fires of the hells explode in his mouth. He spit out the vegetables and grabbed the tea, pouring it down his throat.
“Shiro!  That’s hot tea.”
“Believe me, it’s cooling off my mouth!” His breath increased and his face broke out in a sweat. “She’s not ready yet. Whew!”
~
The smell of dirt gave Shiro bittersweet memories. He looked over the farmland and surveyed his task. Yori hadn’t neglected his field too badly. A dike had broken down in a far corner, inundating a portion of the farmer’s field. That would be good physical work. If Shiro became too tired, he could levitate the soil, but he really didn’t think he’d have to unless Chika had a sudden change in heart and they’d have to leave suddenly.
He smiled as he remembered her silently coming into the house the previous night and chuckling herself to sleep. She refused to respond to his words. Just as well. Let her have her fun. He hoped that the opportunity to pay her back would come. Shiro could be patient.
Yori walked up to him. “Let me show you the toolshed.”
Shiro followed the old man through the fallow rows to a large hut. Yori opened the double doors. 
“You’re a wealthy farmer,” Shiro said looking at all of the steel tools. Most farmers used wooden field implements.
“Oh, I haven’t done too badly, but as I aged, I bought the tools to make the work easier. Look, a metal plow.”
Indeed in a corner sat a plow with a rusted iron blade. “I’ve heard of these, but I’ve never seen one.”
“My son can till my fields in less than a week. It’s cheaper to hire a horse and use this than it is to hire men to use wooden plows to get it done in twice the time.”
“I don’t doubt it.” Shiro found a pitchfork, a few shovels and hoes and other implements he’d never seen. “Where did you find the patterns?”
Yori laughed. “Did you know they used these on Ayrtani? My son’s father-in-law is a scholar. He has copies of ancient books. Such implements are common in Besseti. The northerners have more metal than we do.” Yori sighed. “If only the Ropponi were less set in their ways.” He shook his head.
“We always will be. It’s who we are.”
“Bureaucrats and Sorcerers. They don’t care for the common people.” Yori spit on the ground. “But you’re right, it’s our damned culture. It hasn’t changed one bit in hundreds of years. Few farmers would agree to use these. I’ve had more than a few of my closest friends think of these as the tools of demons.” He laughed. “Productive demons. Some of these are bent and have very rounded edges. See what you can do about sharpening them. I have some stones that do a mediocre job, but mediocre is better than dull.”
Shiro laughed. “I’ll see what I can do. Don’t worry about me. I wish I had some of these demon tools when I farmed my own land. The other farmers would be jealous.” Indeed they were when Shiro unwittingly used dose of his power to grow better crops. If he had metal tools, they would have stormed his farmhouse with envious anger.
The pair walked out of the farmhouse. Shiro saw a cottage nestled in the woods on a little rise that overlooked the farm. “Witches?”
Yori waved at the house with his hand. “They might be witches, but they are nice ladies who buy my produce at the best prices. Before you go, I want you to work in my wife’s vegetable patch. She still has some plantings going.”
“I’ll start on these,” Shiro said. It was past time that Himura would have shown up had the smith rejected his offer of work.
Shiro walked back into the tool hut and picked up a spade. He used his talent on the edge and left a shiny sharp track as he ran his finger along the surface. Then he thought of tightening the grain of the metal and when he finished the surface looked nearly shiny and hard. 
He took the shovel down to the broken down dike area and used it to move the dirt. It bit into the soil effortlessly. After a quarter turn of the hour, he heard a crack and picked up the shovel. It had broken in to two pieces, right at the boundary of his magic work. Evidently Shiro didn’t know enough about metal. Perhaps making the metal denser didn’t necessarily make it stronger. He’d have to talk to Himura and see if he could fix it somehow.
On his way back to the hut, a woman waited for him at the edge of Yori’s property.
“You worked in old Yori’s shed?”
Shiro nodded.
“Come with me, please,” the woman said. Shiro didn’t like her unfriendly tone. She walked towards the witches’ cottage and then stopped.
“I’d like to know why a sorcerer is working for my neighbor.”
Shiro pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes as he tried to think of what to say. “I’m on my way to the east and decided to stop in the village for a week or so to rest a bit.”
“Did you pass through Sekkoro?”
“I came through there.”
“I knew some ladies that were visiting the city.”
Shiro broke into a sweat. “And?”
“They burned to death in the dungeons. Does the term White Rose mean anything to you?”
“It does,” Shiro said. “I had a friend that also burned in the dungeon.”
“Her name?”
“Shiuki. She owned the White Chrysanthemum in Rumoto.” He looked at the woman, wondering where this conversation headed.
Her visage softened. “Come in and have some tea. I’d like to introduce you to my sisters.”
Shiro rubbed his lips together. What did he have to lose, other than being burned to a crisp on the spot? Chika could do that to him at any time, but perhaps these ladies might help him get her back on his side. “I’d like that.”
The woman made introductions. “Miroshi, Mako, Ishura and I’m Gorisha.” They all looked tense.
“Shiro of Koriaki?” 
One of the women whistled. “You are far from home, young man. Koriaki is on the North Isle, isn’t it?” She looked as if she were nineteen. They all must have worn disguises. He changed from Kinoru to his own form. “I know how to shield myself and disguise myself. Shiuki and another taught me these spells.”
The women relaxed and turned into a gaggle of old ladies.
“I hope you don’t mind talking to a bunch of old crones,” Gorisha said. “I thought you might be the one we’ve heard about.”
An alarm went off in Shiro’s mind like a blast of horns. “I’ve taken pains to remain anonymous.”
“We have our sources, but don’t worry. Two sorcerers saved Ashiyo from the Guild in Sekkoro. There were rumors that they all died in the castle fire, but those were rumors.”
“Let’s have them remain as rumors. Shiuki’s husband is in this very village with me.”
“And the other sorcerer?”
“She’s employed in the village as well,” Shiro said. He hated to give this information to strangers, but if they were to trust him, he’d have to reveal who they were and if Chika refused to carry on, he’d need new allies. Shiro didn’t want it to come to that.
“Daiki’s new cook?”
Shiro nodded. 
“A woman? She must be powerful from what we heard.”
“More so than Himura.”
“Ah, you know his name. You speak the truth,” the woman said.
“Do you know him?” Shiro asked.
“I do,” Ishura said. “You must come here for your evening meal.”
“We will,” Shiro said. “I have things to discuss.” He rose. “I must give Yori an honest day’s work. If you will excuse me.” Shiro bowed.
“You have plans?”
“I do and I would like your opinion of them,” Shiro said. “Tonight.”
“After twilight has just passed,” Gorisha said.
~~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
~
HIMURA LOOKED AT THE SHOVEL. “What have you done? Iron will crystallize if you hammer it too hard. Your magic has done the same. That is a handsome edge, but notice where even that has chipped off? All that can be done is melt it down and hammer out a new one.”
“Can you do that?” Shiro said.
His friend glared at him. “The smith has enough work to keep me busy for a month. He makes his money shodding wheels with iron. I’m doing horseshoes and straightening out cheap knives.”
“Then I’ll have to pay for it.”
“I’ll do it, but at the cost of your lesson time. What else happened today?”
“I met four women of the White Rose society. They have a cottage that overlooks Yori’s property. We’re eating our evening meal there tonight.”
“Can we trust them?”
“Yes. I’m sure of it,” Shiro said. “We can tell Chika about them after she comes home.”
“You can. I haven’t worked so hard in years. I suspect I’ll be fast asleep as soon as I lie down.”
After a few lessons on spells, the pair of them walked in the twilight to the witches’ cottage.
“Ashiyo!” Mako said.
Himura removed his disguise.
“You are Himura,” Ishura said throwing her arms around him.
“I am indeed and you are?” He disengaged and backed away.
“You don’t know me?”
“Should I?” Himura began to sweat. 
Why did he look uncomfortable? Shiro thought. He even backed away from the woman.
“You don’t know your own sister?”
“Ishura?”
She stepped away and folded her arms. “This is Ashiyo, not Himura.”
Mako squinted at Himura. “Speak.”
“What do you want me to say?”
“Ashiyo’s voice, definitely.”
Voices!  Shiro realized that voices were never disguised. Now that he thought about it, Chika did disguise her voice. Shiro had been using his own in each of his disguises. He wondered how often Chika laughed about it behind his back. He chuckled.
“What’s funny?” Ashiyo/Himura said.
“Nothing. Ishura, what profession was your father?”
“He was a baker.”
“And Ashiyo’s?”
“The best blacksmith of any around Rumoto. He won all of the competitions.”
“You are Ashiyo, then,” Shiro said.
“Caught in my own web of deceit,” Ashiyo said, frowning.
“Then what about Himura?”
“He died. I was attracted to Shiuki as much as he was; yet he won the race to her heart. When he died suddenly, I took his identity when I could around Shiuki. She never knew.”
“She’d know,” Ishura said. “She probably loved both of you and let you continue your deception.”
“Does it matter?” Ashiyo’s eyes began to redden. “I loved her as much as her husband did and grieved for her death as much as he would.”
Shiro thought back to when he met him. “What about the marble? If you reached sorcerer level, why did the marble show so weakly?”
“Do you have it on you?”
Shiro pulled out his coin pouch and pulled it out.
“Piki, Paki, Poki!” The ball glowed faintly in Ashiyo’s hand. “Now watch.” The glow grew until a radiant red flower showed within. “I can adjust my magical shield.” He shrugged. “It’s easy enough to do.”
“After my incarceration, the Guild seized all of my belongings. I thought it easier not to fake my identity.”
Shiro blinked as the shock of the revelation still roiled in his mind. No one had played him straight. Now he didn’t know what to believe.
“Dinner, my friends,” Gorisha said. “We can talk about this astounding revelation while we eat.
“Great! I’m famished,” Ashiyo said. He had never let go of his Himura disguise. Shiro looked askance at him. “Himura was better looking.” All of the ladies laughed.
Ishura took a sip of tea. “It’s all right. I already thought my brother to be dead, so I only had an instant of…” her eyes watered, “of reunion. I don’t mind that you use his guise at all, Ashiyo. Himura was a handsome man.” She said it with a wistful eye. 
“If it bother’s you, let me know,” Ashiyo said. “I last saw you when you were but twelve?”
Ishura giggled nervously. “If that.”
“Well, that’s interesting. Perhaps you two might carry on your reunion in private,” Gorisha said. “Now, Shiro, why are you in our little village?”
“We are passing through, but one of our number needed some time to herself.”
“The woman?”
Shiro nodded. “She also cooked in Shiuki’s establishment. She now cooks at the village inn. We, uh, had a discussion that made her uncomfortable and she is deciding if she wants to continue with Ashiyo,” Shiro looked at his companion now talking with Ishura. The woman giggled again, less nervously. “Uh, with Ashiyo and me. We are concerned about Lord Sekkoro’s interrupted program to eliminate the White Rose Society.”
The women gasped, except for Ishura, who looked up to see what alarmed her sisters. “Elimination. They were to come this way?” Gorisha said.
Shiro nodded. “If the lord hadn’t died, we would have been through here days ago, telling you to flee. Yori called you witches. That would be enough for the lord’s soldiers to eliminate you.” He didn’t want to scare them over dinner, but Shiro had to tell them.
“That is very disturbing news.” Gorisha pulled out a fan and began to wave it in front of her face. “What did you intend?”
He scratched his head and tried to frame his thoughts. “I’m proposing that exposed White Rose members come with me to North Isle. I know of a valley that we might be able to relocate to. It has an outcropping where the nexus comes to the surface. The lord of the prefecture, where I used to live, is rather tolerant about magic and I think that living on the South Isle might become too dangerous for your group.”
Mako turned red. “Who are you to come in here and tell us what we have to do!  We’ve lived in peace for many years. I, for one, am not willing to pick up and leave our cottage.”
Gorisha gave her friend a worried look. “Regardless of what Mako says, I’ve been anxious about this happening for some time. When I heard of the White Rose members being taken in the west, I felt it only a matter of time before the same thing happened here. The lords of the east are no friends to women with power, especially Lord Udishi, horrible man that he is.”
Chika’s absence seemed fortuitous. He didn’t know how she’d react to Gorisha’s statement about her father. If they joined in the group, Shiro would have to let the women know that Chika was Udishi’s daughter. 
“Count me in,” Gorisha said. “Mako, if you wish to stay here, I won’t blame you. I wish life could always remain blissful.”
“I’ll join up,” Ishura said. Shiro didn’t even know when Ashiyo and she had stopped talking and began to listen.
Miroshi just nodded her agreement. He counted her as the shy one of the group since she hadn’t said anything. 
“I’m not sure what we will do. We can’t gather as a traveling group,” Gorisha said.
“Why don’t you and Ashiyo transport to the north and make a few arrangements. If we travel by twos or threes, we should be able to make it,” Miroshi said.
Gorisha nodded in acquiescence. So Miroshi led the group and not Gorisha. Shiro would have never guessed until the group made the decision.
“Himura didn’t have the power to transport,” Shiro said, looking over at his friend.
“He didn’t, did he?” Ashiyo smiled. “Ashiyo can and I think the Lady Miroshi has a wonderful idea.”
Shiro cleared his throat. “But I don’t know how.” He didn’t want to admit his lack among these people, but he didn’t want to disappoint them. Perhaps Ashiyo could do it himself.
“Ten minutes worth of instruction Shiro. You are more than powerful enough. Do you remember where we need to go?”
Shiro nodded. He knew exactly where the nexus lay and the inn owned by the old woman. Perhaps he could get things started by knowing how much money they would have to raise to buy the nexus valley or one close to it. “We’ll go midday tomorrow. If you could think of any good approaches to collect the Society members who wish to relocate, I would appreciate it.”
Miroshi pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “I think we can come up with something, young man.” Her gaze drifted to Ashiyo. “You might think about how we might stymie the Guild.”
“Certainly,” Ashiyo said, bowing to Miroshi.
“Now that our business is concluded for this night, I suggest we turn our thoughts elsewhere until we have more to talk about. Shiro, what kind of winter do you predict…”
~
“Ashiyo. Now are you Ashiyo or a crafty Himura?” The pair walked back from the witches’ house an hour later.
“I am Ashiyo. I had no idea little Ishura would turn out so well,” he said. “You saw the power marble.”
“But Himura could have a great deal of power as well.”
Ashiyo shook his head. “No. The Guild is too sensitive in the south. An untrained man with much Affinity won’t go unnoticed for very long here. Himura had enough for a few good spells, but,” Ashiyo shook his head. “Not powerful. You, on the other hand have more than what’s good for you. I’m tempted to quit the smithy and spend all of my time training you so you won’t kill yourself.”
Shiro shook his head. He had to believe that the man in front of him was Ashiyo. An idea came into his mind. “If you know so much, can you see through a disguise?”
Ashiyo laughed. “Indeed I can. Oh!  You probably wondered why I would pay attention to Ishura. She is a very beautiful woman and was even as a girl. You’d like to learn that as well?”
“Before we leave. I’d like to know what you really look like.”
“Fine,” he said as he opened the gate to their house.
They stood in the middle of the main room of the house. Ashiyo gave the proper words and mental picture. Shiro intoned the spell and Himura’s disguise faded to show Ashiyo’s face. 
“I can still see traces of the disguise.”
“Certainly. That’s the brilliance of my spell. Then you won’t make the mistake of letting on how the person looks underneath their disguise. You do need to incant the spell each time you seek to see through it. I know it’s a bit inconvenient.”
Shiro nodded and cancelled the spell and then invoked it again to make sure he would remember it. “Amazing. Do the sisters know of this?”
Ashiyo shook his head, smiling. “No and don’t you tell them. I devised this when I met with Shiuki. We will need every advantage we can get with those women.”
“What women?” Chika stepped into the house. “Where were you two tonight? I got worried so I cooked some extra food for the evening and left early feigning sickness.”
Shiro had to suppress a smile, seeing through Chika’s middle-aged disguise and seeing the young woman beneath. “We visited the local White Rose Society.”
“The witch house?” Chika said.
Ashiyo nodded. “They will come with us,” he said.
“I don’t think so,” she shook her head. “Too dangerous.”
“We’ve decided not to travel as a group. Twos or threes, one of them said. We’ll give them directions and off they will go to the North Isle.”
“If they have the money and if they don’t get caught,” she said. “I’m afraid for us all.”
Shiro pursed his lips and wondered. “What will happen if we don’t do anything?”
Chika blushed. “They’ll be caught and killed, eventually.”
“That’s the ugly reality. We need to spread the word, but I don’t know how best to do that. The ‘witches’ are going to think about it.” Shiro peered into Chika’s lovely eyes. She averted his gaze. “Any progress on your decision?”
She lifted her chin. “No. Not yet. I’m just glad you haven’t yet been killed or captured by the Guild.”
“Thank you,” Ashiyo said and bowed. “I’m glad you are of that opinion.” He chuckled. Chika merely grunted. “So what’s next?”
Should Shiro tell her about Ashiyo? It really wasn’t his to tell so he just feigned a yawn. “Time for sleep for me. You might do well go to sleep a bit earlier. You are sick, you know.”
Chika looked a bit put out, but nodded. “I think you’re right. I am tired and there’s always lots to do in the kitchen.” She threw her hands in the air. “I shudder to think how it will look when I return tomorrow.”
With that, they all retired. Shiro tossed and turned for a while, with Chika’s real face blazing at him in his mind until he finally drifted off. 
The house was empty when Shiro rose in the morning. He yawned and went outside to wash and prepare for the day. He made his way to Yori’s house. After a morning working on the damaged dike, he spied the figure of Ashiyo walking towards him with a shovel in his hand.
“Is this better?”
Shiro looked at the edge and then tried out a few shovelfuls. “Much.”
“Took me an hour. The smith had other business this morning so I took advantage of getting this done before we left. My work on the shovel even drew the attention of the blacksmith.”
“Good. I’m ready to get going.” They walked to the tool hut and stood in the middle. Shiro had brought his pack along with his sword. “Teach me.”
Teleportation requires that you have been to where you are going. You need to visualize your destination. The spell is simple, but you must have the power.”
“Why did they need the entire Guild council to transport Boreko and I?”
“If you push someone to another location, you need a great deal of power. If you were on a horse, you could take the horse with you and feel some fatigue, but if you transported a horse without you, the act would make you faint and it might take a day or even a week to recover.”
A bit of anxiety made Shiro’s breath a little short. “Do we hold hands?”
“Why Shiro!” Ashiyo laughed, and then nodded. “The closer the contact, the easier. You will transport both of us since I’ve never been to the North Isle.” He gave Shiro the words and described the mindset.
Shiro extended his hand and didn’t waste any time. The sun changed places in the sky and it was now earlier in the day. “I guess we made it.” His stomach revolted at the change and Shiro fell to his knees, retching.
“You get used to it,” Ashiyo said, looking a little ill, too.
“Like seasickness?”
“Exactly. Now where are we?”
Shiro looked around. “The road is over the hill. I ate a meal here.” He pointed to the stream. “And filled up my skin. The inn is just over there about half an hour’s walk.” He looked to the south. “Let’s talk to the innkeeper, first.”
They entered a wood. The inn was nestled on the other side. As they turned a corner, the inn lay inert, dormant, like a dead thing. Windows looked like the pits in a skull. The thatch roof no longer existed and filled the leaning blackened plaster walls halfway up with ashes.
“I don’t believe she lives here anymore,” Ashiyo said.
“That’s disappointing. I had the impression that she was White Rose and someone special.”
“She might still be special, but living somewhere else.”
“Let’s head back north to the valley and the nexus.”
It took them an hour and a half to make it to the valley. Their progress sped up once Shiro found the track that he used so many months ago. At the side of a stream, a little hut sat with a tendril of smoke curling up into the sky.
“Is that your old lady?” Ashiyo said.
“I hope so, I’m hungry and as I recall she cooked rather well.”
Shiro stopped them ten paces from the house. “Hello.”
The old woman Shiro remembered put her head through a window. “Who’s there? Oh, you returned. I thought you would. Come on in.”
“My name is Shiro and this is…”
“Himura, my lady,” Ashiyo said, smiling and bowing deeply.
“Sit and rest your bones, mine certainly need it,” she cackled away as she put water in a pot and hung it over the coals in the brazier.
“I am Tishi. I imagine you saw my inn? Cooking fire. That’s what happens to an old woman. What brought you back? I thought you’d be in sorcerer’s robes by now.”
Shiro lifted the sleeve of his tunic, showing only one blue dot.
“Oh. You didn’t make it and have gone rogue? I’m surprised you survived.”
“They tried twice to kill me, but obviously failed.”
“Obviously,” Ashiyo said. Shiro couldn’t believe the personality change in the man once he revealed his true identity. Gone was the servant and here was the smart-aleck master.
Shiro leaned forward. “What do you know about the White Rose Society?”
“I’ve heard of a group of women sorcerers. Their purpose is to stay hidden. The world’s openness to females with Affinity waxes and wanes. Like the moon, but not as regular,” she said.
“Do you know who owns this valley?” Shiro said.
“Are your questions connected?”
“They are. The antipathy towards the society is waxing in the South Isle and I’d like to find a home for them. There is more tolerance in this prefecture, so I’d like to bring them to this valley. They can keep their powers filled up and defend themselves.”
Tishi laughed without humor. “What makes you think that? You saw my inn. The truth is roving bandits who have no tolerance for independent women came to my door. They tried to make their way with me…with me!  I had to use my power to kill the one who attacked me. The others ran outside and torched my thatch.” She shook her head.
“No cooking fire?” Shiro said.
The woman shook her head.
“So you are of the White Rose?” Ashiyo said.
“We don’t have the society up here, but intolerance exists here as well as in the south.”
“If there were other sisters nearby, you would not have feared roving bandits. Sisters, banded together, can defend themselves even against the Guild,” Shiro said. 
“They probably can,” she admitted. “But why do you care?”
Shiro gave her his story from when he left her until he ended up at the village. 
“Are you in love with the warrior-cook?”
“I wouldn’t say love…” Shiro said, not happy about Tishi perceiving his one-sided relationship with Chika.
“I wouldn’t either,” she said, “but that story isn’t over. You’ve convinced me of your sincerity. I’m not convinced of his,” she glanced at Ashiyo, “but it matters not at this point. I own the valley, not directly, but you can settle here. You can bring your society here, but I will approve any buildings and their placement. Nothing within three hundred paces of the nexus outcropping. It is unique in the world.”
“Very well. We will bring two other women with us tomorrow, if that’s okay. You may ask them any questions.”
“Oh, I will,” Tishi said. “Are they in Hoksaka?”
Shiro smiled. “No on South Isle. I might not have made it as a sorcerer, but I am not without my own power.”
Tishi’s eyes widened a bit. “Teleporters? You two?” She produced a throaty laugh. “Come, bring me knowledge and I will provide sanctuary.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
~
“DID YOU LOOK THROUGH HER DISGUISE?” Ashiyo said.
“Not quite. She is younger, but I couldn’t tell how much. Her disguise spell is different.”
Ashiyo winced. “I couldn’t either. I guess my spell isn’t perfect. She’s not my type, anyway. I think she is a worthy opponent of Miroshi.”
“May it not come to that.” They approached the orange rocks. “Feel the power?”
“Not yet.” In a few more paces he said, “I do now. It sings like an instrument.”
Shiro smiled. “My first thought. We won’t go further. This will restore our full power before we transport back to the village.” Shiro felt his body synchronize with the nexus and felt the expansion he had before. It soothed him like a hot bath. “It’s time,” Shiro said as he reached out with his hand. He spoke the words and…
They stood in the front of their little house. Late afternoon in the north had given way to the beginning of twilight in the south. Shiro felt no ill effects. 
“That was easy.”
“I think you could move the old lady’s house without ill effects.”
Shiro thought for a moment. “By twos and threes, Ashiyo.”
“Indeed.” His friend grinned. “Easy.”
“We’ll visit the witches tomorrow,” Shiro said. 
Chika ran into the yard. “Where have you been this afternoon? The village had a visit from my father’s troops. They have violated the borders of this prefecture, but I’m afraid nothing will be done to stop them.”
“The witches?” Ashiyo said.
“They weren’t taken, but the soldiers promised to return tomorrow. I’m afraid you will have to help them.”
“What about you?” Shiro looked into her eyes.
“I’m with you. I can’t bear any more of this.”
“Good. Gather your things. We are leaving tonight,” Shiro said. The timing of everything just became immediate.
“But they’ll catch us on the road!” Chiba said. “They know about you. The smith left to get them this morning. Something about a shovel.”
Shiro put his hands to his face. “It’s my fault.”
“Our fault, I’m afraid,” Ashiyo said. “Shiro tried to sharpen a shovel with his magic and ruined it. Any smith would figure out what happened. He evidently doesn’t like sorcerers.”
“Or witches,” Chika said as if the words tasted badly. She followed the two men into the house as they gathered their meager belongings.
They made their way to Yori’s house. “We are leaving town,” Shiro said.
“I figured that you would. That was nasty business with the ladies. They are shaken up, but I fear for them tomorrow.”
“We are taking them with us. I won’t tell you where, but we’ll be far from here by the time the soldiers come. I didn’t get much done,” Shiro said.
Yori bowed to Shiro. “Anything was worth it. Do you need money?”
Shiro shook his head. “But I thank you for the opportunity to meet you.” They all bowed to each other and the three of them hurried to the witches’ house. 
“I thought you’d never arrive,” Miroshi said.
“We’ve got good news. I’ve successfully arranged for you to go to the valley in the North Isle.”
Miroshi shook her head in defeat. “I’m afraid we’ll not be able to travel far enough to avoid the soldiers. Either way around the desert will bring us closer to peril.” She sat down on her porch and put her head in her hands. Sobs shook her. “We’ll never get out of here in time.”
“What did they do to you?”
“We are shaken up, is all. No broken bones, but we all have bruises. They broke our furniture and made a mess of things.”
“How long until you can be ready to leave? I’m transporting you and your possessions to the North Isle. I’d try to take your house, but I’m afraid I’d make a bigger mess of things than the soldiers.”
Ashiyo laughed. “You are beginning to feel your power, Shiro.”
“Bundle things up. Ashiyo and I can make as many trips as we need. Who would like to leave right now?”
Ishura stepped up. “I was leaving with them or without them. Just wait.” She ran into the house and brought out two large bundles wrapped in quilts.
“How far did you think you’d get carrying those?” Ashiyo said with a grin.
She shrugged and blushed. “Hold on to them tightly,” he looked at Shiro. “I’ll be back.” Ashiyo mumbled a few words and vanished with Ishura and her things.
“See?” Shiro said. “What can I do to help gather your possessions? We can transport from inside the house.”
Long past midnight, all seven of them surveyed the piles of furniture, kitchen equipment and heaps of clothing that sat by Tishi’s cottage.
She came out with a large pot. “Here is tea to refresh you. We will work out what we will do with your things tomorrow, but it’s past my bedtime and yours too. All of you arrived a bit earlier than expected.” She cackled like the old woman she wasn’t. 
Miroshi, Chika and Shiro sat on benches, with grass under their feet. 
“I will give you letters. There is a code that we use. Here is the list I made up before the soldiers arrived. It is a start. We only know a few of our sisters. That is why the Lord Sekkoro didn’t capture any to the east of his city. But now that Udishi is carrying on in his stead, we will have to liberate those in the east and those on the north coast.”
“We will start in Udishi’s domain since those sisters are the most exposed,” Shiro said. He looked at Chika who nodded, grimly. She had dropped her disguise, much to Shiro’s pleasure. “There is no time to lose. Unfortunately, I have to return to the village since I’ve never been to the east.”
Chika sat up. “Teach me to teleport. I know my old province as well as any.”
The prospect had never dawned on Shiro. He thought that women wouldn’t have enough power, but then Ashiyo told him that many men didn’t. Chika would. He knew it. 
“Come with me,” Shiro finished his tea and held out his hand.
“Does this mean we will spend time in the grass?” Chika said, her lips curling.
Shiro grinned. Chika was back. “I’m so sorry. Only the soles of our sandals.” Shiro forced a mock frown. On the way to the nexus outcropping he told her the teleport spell. 
“So you think I may be strong enough.” 
“Indeed. But we will let you try it out. We’ll teleport from the nexus to Tishi’s. Your power will be filled up first.”
“Not quite betting on me?”
Shiro pursed his lips in the moonlit night. “You’ll be transporting both of us.”
As they approached the nexus, Shiro felt the humming, but his power topped out quickly. Chika put out her arms.
“This is wonderful.”
“Tell me when you feel…  You’ll feel something like satisfied.”
“Oh, like after a long night of love?”
Shiro smiled. “Better.”
She scoffed but in a few moments hummed. “I know what you mean. I’m ready.”
“Let’s step away from the nexus,” Shiro said.
They clasped hands. Chika looked expectantly at Shiro.
“Go ahead,” he said.
She closed her eyes and in the next instant, they stood in front of Tishi’s cottage. Chika screamed and jumped up and down with joy and then clutched her stomach. “I shouldn’t have done that.” She sat down gingerly, but ended up getting sick.
Shiro laughed. He felt great. “You did it!”
Chika could only grunt, but she presented him with a weak smile.
“We leave tomorrow.” His elation dissipated quickly enough as he thought about the task he had accepted for the both of them.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
~
SHIRO AND CHIKA, IN THEIR GUISES, VISITED YORI before they left the area.
“Ah you’ve returned. The soldiers weren’t very happy yesterday when everyone left. You did a very good job at hiding your direction. They couldn’t discover which way you went. They had a sorcerer with them who interrogated the villagers and no one could tell them anything.” He waved his finger at them. “Don’t tell me where you are going!” He grinned as his wife brought some produce wrapped up in a cloth.
“Something to help you on your way. This won’t go very far in feeding all seven of you, but.”
Shiro put his hand on Yori’s arm. “Don’t worry about us. The women have been taken to a safe place where Udishi’s soldiers will never find them.”
Yori’s wife put her hand to her lips in shock. “Not the desert!”
“I’ll not tell you where.” Shiro laughed. “I wish you well.” Shiro and Chika bowed to them before they left.
“He’s a nice man,” Chika said, looking back at their house in the distance.
“And if his wife were a White Rose society member, he’d soon be a widower.”
“Not to mention what my father would do to me.”
Shiro nodded. That was a place he no longer wanted to go with Chika.
“I wish I had an army of sisters to fight them all,” she said through gnashed teeth.
An army? “Then let’s that be our goal. We’ll create an army of the White Rose. They can protect the valley and strike where women sorcerers are in danger.”
Chika bit her lip in thought and nodded. “I’d like that. I’ll be the captain.”
“Certainly,” Shiro said. “I have every confidence in your fighting skills.”
“And you’ll be our general.”
Shiro coughed. “I’m not a leader!”
“Don’t cut yourself short. Ashiyo didn’t take the women to Tishi’s valley, you did.”
“He makes things happen. He should be the general.”
“No. He’s the one that makes things happen, but you give him the opportunity to do so. You rescued him from the prison,” Chika said, kicking at rock in the road.
“We both did,” Shiro said, but he fought a losing battle. He only hoped it wouldn’t be the war. “I don’t know enough about tactics.”
“You told me you read the histories in the little library at the prison farm.”
“That doesn’t make me a general,” Shiro said. Scholars never led armies by what he had read.
“Why would the writers of a victorious war campaign ever call their general a scholar?” Chika said letting one corner of her mouth curl in a smile.
Shiro shrugged. “We don’t have a library and I’m certainly not going to transport to Diakko Island.
“No, but perhaps Ashiyo might know of a good library that could stand a little pilfering.”
“I must admit the idea intrigues me, but we will have to talk to Ashiyo first. I wouldn’t mind reading a bit more about magic. Perhaps he might know of a book that will tell me more of the Sunstone. It doesn’t seem to do much other than disorient me when I touch it.”
“Won’t hurt to ask, Lord General.”
~
The village of Taiho sat nestled in the little valley. Chika had retreated further back into her shell as they ventured into her father’s domain. She had transported them here after walking a few leagues to the south from Yori’s farm. They wore the youth and the Kinoru disguises
Shiro looked at the fistful of scroll sticks in his hand. “Ryosha. She is a seamstress according to Miroshi.”
“I know that, General. You shouldn’t be so nervous for your first time,” Chika said, pursing her lips.
Well that was a little bit of sunshine on a cloudy day. “Let’s talk to her.” 
In half an hour they stood at the door to a laundry. “Seamstress and washerwoman,” Chika said.
“Doesn’t matter. I’m sure our clothes need washing, don’t you?” 
Chika pulled her tunic to her nose. “Definitely. I think I have a hole in a sock as well.” She nodded and walked in past the curtain to the open shop.
“Hello?” Shiro said. No one attended the counter. Paper walls kept the customer from seeing the activity within.
“I’m coming, I’m coming!” A short woman, nearly middle aged walked in bobbing her head up and down with little bows.
“We have some clothes that need washing,” Chika said.
Shiro invoked the spell that allowed him to see through disguises and saw an older woman waiting on them. They were in the right place.
Shiro leaned against the counter. “I think we might have a mutual friend. Miroshi and her sisters told me all about you.”
The woman looked up, alarmed. “I don’t know a Miroshi.” Shiro noticed that she had lost her breath.
Chika looked at Shiro for direction and he nodded. She turned into herself. “We come to warn those of the White Rose. I’m one of you.” She turned back again.
The woman looked outside and closed the door of her establishment. “Come into the back.”
Shiro told them an edited version of what had happened to the west. “As long as you live in Udishi’s domain, you are in the gravest of danger. I can offer you a new life with many of your sisters.”
“Oh, if it were true,” Ryosha said. “We number fifteen in this village. Some of us are married and I don’t think those can leave. My two daughters and I will come with you. I’ve been worried about the new campaign. I have too many friends around here.”
Shiro raised his eyebrows. “How many?”
Ryosha shrugged, “Maybe thirty. Most are in Taiho.”
“We can take in men. Look at me! We are building a community that’s safe for the White Rose Society and not a valley filled with nuns.”
Chika nodded at that. “Certainly not nuns.” She winked at Shiro, who began to blush.
“Certainly not,” he smiled.
“Where is this valley?”
“On North Isle.”
“We have no money or time to travel all the way there.”
“I’m not without talent and neither is Chika, here. We will transport you. You might not be able to take all of your possessions. I haven’t attempted teleporting a house.”
Ryosha squinted. “I see no power within you.”
Shiro smiled and pulled out the marble. “Watch.” He blinded the both of them with the glow.
“I can be ready in a few days. You can stay at the Willow’s End, down by the river. It’s a safe enough place. I’ll want you to repeat what you’ve told me to a few key people, then I’ll spread the word, but not the location.”
“Miroshi said you were a good woman. She brings you honor and you bring her honor,” Shiro said as they rose.
On their way to the inn, Chika punched Shiro in the arm.
“Easy. That’s no way to treat a general,” Shiro said.
“The honor words. Very noble. I am impressed.”
“I’m going to have to figure out a lot of ways to get our hens all the way to the roost.”
“Who are you calling a hen?” Chika said and when she got Shiro to look embarrassed, she laughed it off.
~
“We are growing,” Ashiyo said. “Sixty new recruits and we’re still not out of the eastern prefecture. Very impressive, you two.” He shoveled some rice into this mouth at the campfire. “Going to have to do something about the ambience of our little village.”
Shiro nodded. “I have two requests for you. We need to build homes for these people, but I don’t want to strip the surrounding countryside bare. Winter will come soon enough and we need housing. Could you take a few of the men and teleport them to the South Isle and buy building materials?”
“Good idea!  We can still do some buying around here.”
“As little as possible,” Shiro said. “I have one other request. On your expeditions, I’d like you to find some good books to read. I need to learn more strategy and more magic.”
Ashiyo smiled. 
“What?” Shiro said.
“I haven’t been totally honest with you.”
Shiro’s stomach dropped. What new twist would the man surprise him with this time?
“My library in Sekkoro is secure and I can teleport in and out. I’d be happy to move it here.”
“Your library wasn’t particularly impressive, as I recall.”
“Not my public library, but my private library might be termed as more discriminating.” 
Shiro shrugged. He’d believe it when he saw the materials. “Then build a library and fill it with your books.” The thought brought a smile to his lips and excitement inside. With more knowledge, Shiro could help ensure the success of their gathering.
“I will.”
The next few days were spent organizing the camp. With the addition of the new members came new skills and Shiro felt that they had a good core to start the town he knew would grow in the valley. The women set up a council. One of the men had been a headman of a village and they asked him to join Miroshi, Ryosha, and Tishi. Ashiyo declined a place on the council and that made Shiro more comfortable about the whole reorganization.
Shiro shunned any leadership position, but they voted to name him their overall leader.
“You don’t get to vote, but you get to veto,” Miroshi said. “You’ve earned it.”
What to do with Chika? He felt that she needed a position of responsibility, but she had to accompany him on their journeys. 
They were nearly ready to go to South Isle again. “I want you to think about what you’ll need for your army, Chika,” Shiro said. “We’ll need a militia. Men and women, fighters and sorcerers.”
She blinked. “I didn’t think you were serious.”
“I am. I’m still the General though, Captain.
“Yes, my Lord General. We’ll need weapons.”
Shiro thought of Ashiyo again. The man did know smithy work. If another didn’t accompany a sister, perhaps they could hire or train one. What was he thinking? If he didn’t know himself better, he’d have to admit that he now thought as a leader and that meant keeping a watch on potential problems with possible solutions.
“We need more than innkeepers, which seems to be the ideal profession of your sisters.”
Chika shrugged. “If we create a town, we’ll get people wanting to work here.”
“And we have some very selective council members,” Shiro said.
“We do indeed. They can make a lot of the mundane decisions that are beneath you, my Lord General. We need to concentrate on growing our community. Anything I can do to thwart my father and the Guild.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
~
AFTER FINDING AND TRANSPORTING NEARLY ONE HUNDRED PEOPLE, Shiro and Chika would have to travel closer to Kyohama, Lord Udishi’s capital city. They sat at an inn, with a fistful of scroll sticks with more names. This time, the names were written with lemon juice. A candle or lamp would activate the writing and then they could read where they needed to look for more sisters.
They had just run into their first village where the sisters had been routed out. Their principal contact had been killed.
“Are you sure you want to continue?” Shiro said. Their exposure to danger had just risen.
Chika sat drinking a cup of wine, staring into the candle flame at their table. “More than ever. If I run into my father, I won’t hesitate to kill him.” Her grim demeanor had returned in full force. “We have to save these women.”
“Even if the Captain of the Army and the Lord General are taken off the field?”
She glared at him. “They can sacrifice along with everyone else.”
“We must keep our wits about us, Chika.”
“I’ve been able to manage for quite a while,” she said.
“But the stakes are higher. People depend on us.”
“On you, Shiro. I’m just a sidekick.”
He didn’t know how to deal with her when she retreated into her black moods. He couldn’t bear having her become the cook again and push him away.
“Very well, sidekick. We will continue on as before. But after tonight, we will spend every night in Tishi’s valley. We’ll tell them where we are going, so if we don’t show up, they can decide if it will be worthwhile to save our miserable skins.”
Chika grunted and nodded. “After tonight, I’m too tired to go there.”
~
“You are Chukio?” Shiro asked a hard looking woman who dyed cloth for a living.
“I am. Will you excuse me for a moment? I have to make sure a batch of cloth isn’t left in the vat too long,” Chukio said.
“Look at her fingers,” Chika said. “No disguise.” Shiro had taught her the way to look through disguises as a way to brighten her attitude. It didn’t work today.
The woman returned. Shiro looked at her hands. They were not laborer hands. No dye stains and not rough from washing and rinsing the fabrics. She wore no disguise. He looked at Chika.
“I’ve got a message from a woman we met a few weeks ago. We told her that we were on our way to Kyohama and asked us to give it to you.” Shiro made a show to find the message on his person. “I must have left it at the inn. We’ll be right back.”
He stepped out of the building and soldiers wearing Udishi colors stood up and down the street. The door slid closed behind Chika and Shiro heard the wooden bar sliding shut.
“That took less time than I thought,” Shiro said.
Chika snorted. “I’m ready.” She twirled her staff and held it ready. An arrow sped down from the roof and landed in her staff.
“No you’re not.” Shiro pulled his sword from his back and his long knife from his sash and laid them on the ground.
She sighed. “I suppose an arrow cushion isn’t quite my look,” she said as she did the same.
Three sorcerers stepped out to their left and intoned a spell that stole their senses from them.
~
A very well dressed older man slapped Shiro awake. “I never expected to see the Sunstone in my prefecture,” he said. “I am Lord Udishi and you have brought my daughter and a priceless artifact to me. It’s a shame that I can’t treat you with the respect such an act might otherwise deserve.”
The man stood taller than Shiro, but didn’t carry as much weight. Shiro squinted at the man and could see that Chika had inherited the same shape of eyes. How did he know Chika was with him? She had worn her disguise.
“You will be reunited with her tonight.”
Shiro grunted. He rose from a sleeping pallet upholstered in silk. The room hardly looked like a dungeon, but he didn’t doubt that it would be warded.
“She is unharmed?”
The man looked insulted. “Would I harm my own daughter?”
“I thought…”
“She hates me,” he held up his hand to forestall any comment, “I know, I know. We had some harsh words when she left. I admit. But she is my only issue. A daughter and a witch. Not the noblest of combinations. We will talk of it later.” Udishi barked out an unpleasant laugh. “Don’t attempt to escape. These walls are warded. You might find yourself in worse trouble should you try to break them. There are more appropriate clothes over there in that trunk. Please clean yourself and be prepared at sundown.” He walked out of the room without further comment.
Shiro walked up to the paper-panel window and touched it. He felt a shock that left his fingers numb. Teleporting out might not work. He didn’t dare take the risk.
Pacing back and forth, Shiro felt like a tiger in a cage. He vowed not to use his magic, yet… The shield spell came easily in the room and evidently did not affect the wards. He touched the wall and felt the barest tingling as if the wood had been covered with velvet, a much better result than his numb hand. He poked his finger in the waxed paper that covered the windows. His success made him smile. Shiro might not be able to use a blast of magic to leave his cage, but nothing would prevent him from merely using his muscles to break the window and walk out, not using magic at all.
Now that Shiro felt more in control, he washed the travel soil that still covered his body and walked over to the trunk. Every article of clothing in the trunk exceeded the quality of any article of clothing he had ever worn in his life. What would be suitable for a mage? He settled on black breeches, black socks and a gray silk tunic printed with a black shell pattern and a darker gray over-robe. Finding a thin rope of yellow silk, he tied back his hair into a long ponytail rather than struggling to make the kind of topknot that the nobility wore. He found a matching yellow sash and tied it around his waist—a fitting outfit for the bearer of the Sunstone.
Shiro wondered if he would ever get his sword back. He spent much of the day practicing his sword forms without his sword using stiff hands instead of blades. If Udishi caught a whiff of his sweat, so what? The thought brought a smile to Shiro’s face, but then he discarded the thought as inappropriate. He had to find a way to extricate them both from their captivity.
The light of the sun had left the window and Shiro prepared himself to be marched to dinner, a likely discussion of Lord Udishi’s harangues at women with Affinity. The door slid open and a man in the costume of a noble walked into the room.
“I am Tiriasho, Lord Udishi’s chamberlain. If you will follow me.”
Shiro stayed where he was. “I’ll not leave this room with the wards in place. My fingers are still numb.”
Tiriasho threw his head back and laughed. It seemed like an overreaction to Shiro. “Of course.” The man snapped his fingers and a scarlet-robed sorcerer stood outside the room and uttered a spell, too low for him to hear the words.
Shiro tapped the doorframe lightly with his little finger and nodded. “Thank you.”
“Follow me,” Tiriasho said, not looking as happy as he had just been. 
They walked wordlessly. The sorcerer seemed to drag along behind. The man in red must be his true guard. Shiro looked over their path through Udishi’s compound. They were kept indoors and he would imagine that the entire corridor had been warded. He regretted not being close enough to have heard the deactivation spell. For once, he wished he could have stayed a bit longer at the Guildhouse to learn about wards. Apprentices only were taught the effects of them by trial and error.
Finally they reached a set of double sliding doors. An audience room, at least. Tiriasho dropped to his knees and glared at Shiro, who stood above both men. “Kneel!” Tiriasho said in a harsh whisper.
Shiro lifted an eyebrow and did so. He would not satisfy this man to appear afraid, but he did kneel. Antagonizing Lord Udishi would only make his escape more difficult.
The door opened and Shiro saw the back of a woman. Her hair had been ornately dressed. Spangles and jeweled hairpins held up the elaborate hairdo. She wore a formal silk costume. She had to be Chika, but the woman held her head bowed as Shiro entered. 
Udishi smiled and beckoned Shiro to sit by him. Shiro had to struggle to get past the wards at the door. They stirred up his mind and made it foggy. He had to get down on all fours until his mind cleared. 
“Tiriasho, on the other side of me. Sorcerer, stay outside my door and enter if I call.”
Tiriasho walked on his knees to his place leaving Shiro behind. He didn’t know if he should stand and walk or move as Tiriasho did. After the briefest of moments, he bowed deeply to Udishi and walked to his place, a bit unsteadily, and sat down. Then he noticed Chika. Her face had been powdered white with high, thin painted eyebrows and ruby red lips, but one eye had swollen shut and her lower lip appeared all puffed up. She looked up at him with red eyes, rimmed with tears, streaking the face powder.
Shiro balled his hands into fists and breathed slowly. He glanced at Udishi, who had the Sunstone sword in his sash. A new sharkskin-wrapped hilt poked out of a new sheath that had a cutout to show off the Sunstone in the blade. Udishi brought him here to gloat. He couldn’t fathom why the lord had lied to him about not touching his daughter. Shiro never did generate much hate for his fellow man, but Udishi instantly became a man he would love to throttle. Guildmaster Yushidon and Roniki had never brought out such anger and revulsion. Were all nobles as cruel as this man?
Beating his own daughter and loving it. What a monster!  He glared at Chika, who had returned to staring down into her lap. 
“No magic to attack me?” Udishi said. His mocking tone grated and Shiro looked towards the door. It had been closed, but he could see the faint silhouette of the sorcerer through the paper panes.
If he’d been caught on his own, Shiro would be able to use what little offensive spells he knew to take care of Udishi and Tiriasho. “If I practice magic in this room, I’ll be disabled. I touched the wall in my room and my hand is just awakening from its numbness.” He shook his right hand slowly, although he had his full strength.
Udishi laughed and then with a combination of smugness and arrogance, he said,  “Of course. You might even die!” He laughed again. Tiriasho smiled, but didn’t quite look as comfortable as his lord.
Chika suddenly looked up and threw flames at her father. Lord Udishi cried out and began to burn. Tiriasho began to pull out his long knife. He didn’t have a sword. 
Shiro leaned over and pulled the entire sheath out of Udishi’s sash, drew the sword, silently and quickly, dispatching Tiriasho. He had been looking closely at Udishi and assumed his image, while flames engulfed Chika’s father.
“That bitch!” he yelled. “Sorcerer!  Get in here!”
The door opened and sorcerer entered the room. Hopefully, the man would think he saw Lord Udishi standing with Shiro burning and Tiriasho bleeding on the floor. Shiro silenced the Sorcerer with his power before he could bring up a defense.
“Get up, Chika!” Shiro whispered. She barely nodded and looked as detached as when he had entered.
He pulled her to her feet and cut her bonds, and then he half dragged her out the door as more guards converged on the room.
“The captured sorcerer managed to take my sword and overcome Tiriasho. Then the two of them fought with flames. I’m taking this thing out of here. She can’t even act the part of a loyal daughter anymore.”
“What are we to do?” a guard said.
Shiro glared at the man. “Put out the fires and clean up the place, of course!” He hoped his angry voice would cover up the difference. Chika swayed on her feet. The wards that protected the Lord’s audience room must have scrambled her brain. 
How could he escape if Chika wouldn’t even help?   He passed a maid. “I no longer want to look at her as my daughter. She needs to be put into her old clothes before I finish what I started. Take her to her quarters.”
The woman looked at Lord Udishi in fear and immediately went down to her knees, touching her forehead to the wooden floor. She rose and Shiro shoved Chika into her arms. The woman staggered with her barely-responsive burden down the corridor. He followed at a distance until the woman slid open a door. He waited for a few minutes, looking to pace angrily. While he did so, no one dared speak to him. 
He charged in to Chika’s room. The woman was tying on Chika’s sandals. 
“Where are her weapons?”
The maid’s eyes grew round with fear. “I do not know, my lord!”
He couldn’t wait to search. They wouldn’t be in her room. “Stay here until you are summoned.” Shiro said as he took Chika out into the courtyard. She hardly resisted, but if he acted angry, perhaps no one stop them. 
Horses whinnied and Shiro headed towards them and found the stables. 
“You!” He pointed at a stablehand, who immediately dropped to his knees. “Saddle two horses. I’m taking her out of here for the last time.”
Another stablehand arrived and in moments, the two had mounts ready. Shiro commanded them to put Chika into the saddle. She listlessly took the reins in her hands.
“Now leave!”
The two men nearly ran out of the stable. Shiro didn’t dare transport from inside the lord’s mansion. He tried to smother their magic with the cloaking spell and led Chika’s horse out of the gate. He looked back and could see tendrils of smoke reaching up from over the wall. He took another turn, not remembering how to get out of the city. He couldn’t get caught again. 
“Chika!” She didn’t respond to him but collapsed on her horse as soon as they left her father’s mansion. Shiro couldn’t ride with any speed or she’d fall off the horse in her state. He wished the maid would have taken out the hair ornaments and washed her face. She looked horrid.
“Stop!” 
Shiro could hear the sound of horses clopping on the cobbles getting louder. He turned into a large square and saw the road that led out of the gate. People began to run away when he reached a central well. No one was close, but soldiers began to enter from the direction of the mansion. The smoke had dwindled. There’d be no repeat of Sekkoro’s fire. 
He led her out the gate and as he did so, she collapsed on the neck of the horse. She couldn’t ride out of the city draped senseless over the neck of her horse. Shiro had no choice but to jam his steed next to hers. The horses bucked a bit, but Chika stayed on. Riders surrounded them. The Sunstone blade had to stay in it’s ornate sheath, for Shiro had to hold the reins of the horse with one hand and Chika with the other.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
~
SHIRO TOOK A DEEP BREATH AND TELEPORTED CHIKA and the horses along with himself to the North Isle. In his haste, he had fixed the location of the burnt out inn, but when they arrived, the inn no longer existed. All of the timbers had been removed and the ground had been cleared of debris. 
While Shiro realized the inn had been demolished, Chika fell to the ground, unmoving. The horses’ eyes rolled and they nervously pranced around at the abrupt change in location. Shiro vaulted off of his mount and grabbed Chika, shooing the horses away. She didn’t say a word and acted as if she were in a deep slumber.
“Chika, can you ride?” She remained passive in his arms. Shiro winced at her lack of response and calmed both of the horses, throwing Chika over her saddle. She didn’t even complain about the rough handling while they proceeded to the valley. 
Now that he had time to think, he looked over at Chika’s body, flaccidly swaying to every movement of her mount. He knew her relationship with her father had brought out odd behavior, but he never once thought that she would end up in such a state. He worried for her, but had no idea how to give her any sort of comfort. He had learned to treasure their relationship, whatever that might be at present or, hopefully, in the future. 
Chika had exhibited temperament and prickliness, but she also had saved him as he rushed southward in his vain attempt to save Shiuki. He had thought they made a formidable team with the both of them possessing high expertise in magical and martial arts. And now? He shook his head. He only hoped the White Rose Society could help bring Chika out from whatever place she now resided in her mind.
He pulled up outside Tishi’s house and lifted Chika down from the horse.
Miroshi and Tishi ran out. “What happened?”
“We went one village too far and were led into a trap. Lord Udishi, who is now dead, tortured his daughter while they kept me prisoner in another part of his mansion. The lord loved to gloat and Chika snapped out of her haze just long enough to kill her father. She’s been like this ever since. I think we ran through some wards that damaged her mind. We teleported with these horses when we were surrounded by the prefecture troops.”
“So the Udishi’s prefecture is finished with us?”
Shiro managed half of a smile. “Perhaps not yet. We will be more careful, but we won’t drift as close to the capital as we did. There will be a new lord, of course. We managed to come across a village too close to the city that had already been compromised.”
Tishi nodded her head. “We can talk about it later. I recommend that all of Udishi prefecture not be visited by anyone for a while. You wash up or something. We’ll attend to Chika.”
With a feeling of utter helplessness, Shiro took the horses and sought out Ashiyo. In the few weeks they had been gone, the tent city had been moved and piles of building materials had taken their place.
 Ashiyo stood in front of a cleared area talking to three men and a woman. He noticed Shiro and grinned while he sent the others on their way. He walked up to Shiro. “How was your trip?” His smile melted while he looked at Shiro’s face. “Where are the new recruits? What happened?”
 “We were captured by Chika’s father. He beat her so thoroughly that her mind seems to have gone to some other place. Despite that, she killed her father giving me the ability to escape. I just arrived minutes ago.” Shiro couldn’t help shaking his head.
“You took her to Tishi?”
Shiro nodded.
“That’s probably for the best. She’s quite an administrator. She talked all of us into moving the wood from her inn to that pile over there.” Ashiyo nodded to a pile of blackened timber. “We can salvage quite a bit of lumber and stone. I didn’t know anyone could get so many people to move at once.”
“What did she do, teleport?” Shiro said.
“She didn’t teleport, she levitated one big mass of debris and walked with it all the way to that pile.” Ashiyo chuckled. “She did stagger around a bit after her amazing feat. The woman is something else. If anyone can help Chika…”
Shiro produced a weak smile, as he didn’t know if anyone could help her. “I need to wash up and rest a bit.”
“You can share my tent. It’s the big one over there,” Ashiyo said, pointing to a large brown tent with red pennants flying from two of the tent poles. “I’ve got to continue to supervise our work. Your idea to go buy materials at different places was brilliant. It makes it much easier buy a little here and a little there.” He grinned again and then moved off with a wave.
On the way to Ashiyo’s tent, Shiro passed a corral with a few horses. He put the two he had taken from Lord Udishi in with the others and put the saddles on the wooden logs of the fence.  The weight of the world seemed to bear down on him as he stepped into his friend’s tent. Why did Ashiyo need such a big place to sleep?
Shiro’s mouth dropped open as he entered and beheld basket after basket filled with books and scrolls. Piles of scrolls littered the surface of a large table set up on trestles with an upright chair. The books drew him in, but his mind and a troubled heart restrained his desire to go through Ashiyo’s library. He tore his attention away from the scene and found a bowl of water and towel that he used to wipe the sweat off of his face and traces of white powder from his hands. He didn’t even remember when he touched her face. Two cots were laid out on opposite sides of the tent. He laid down on one of them and wrapped his arm around his face to dim the waning sunlight that tried to fight its way through the tent cloth. Soon he let his mind go and surrendered to sleep.
The flickering of a bank of candles startled Shiro from his slumber. He rose up on one elbow, looking at Tishi peruse an old book. He cleared his throat and Tishi’s eyes rose to meet his.
“Ah, the hero has risen from his sleep. I wish I could say the same for your poor friend.”
Shiro shook sleep from his eyes and got up from the cot. “How is Chika?” He took a stool on the other side of the table from Tishi.
“Her father might not have been a sorcerer, but his claws went deep into her mind. She hasn’t stirred since you brought her in. You said she helped you escape?”
Shiro described the scene at her father’s ‘feast’. “At least I could lead her. She walked where I pointed her and rode out the gate. Then she just collapsed. The entire episode had finally overwhelmed her.”
“The gate you say?”
He nodded.
“Ah. My guess is that the gate had a ward that caused her condition. I suspected something of the kind when you brought her in. Despite the bruising, her condition is admirable, as it has always been.” Tishi squinted across the table at Shiro. “Physically she is fine, but her Affinity has been stripped from her. It’s much different than a shielding spell that will keep you from performing magic. You don’t lose your connection, just your ability to project your power. I’m looking for a restorative.”
Shiro furrowed his brow. “A restorative to bring back her Affinity? How will that help her?”
“She’s had too many shocks and the shock of losing Affinity has turned her into a mindless shell. The mind is still there, but in some way, it’s not connected.”
He shook his head. “I don’t understand.” Shiro’s stomach flipped and he felt a wave of nausea. He forced Chika through the warded gate and caused her condition. His attempt to dampen the magic had failed. First he destroyed his family and now Chika.
“I can see you are blaming yourself. Don’t. What was your alternative? Her father would have killed her if she hadn’t acted and you’d likely be joining her in the grave.”
Tishi spoke the truth and that helped Shiro accept the results of their escape. “What can I do to help? Do you seek a spell?”
She nodded and pointed her the book that lay open in front of her. “I’m not learned enough to know how it’s done. Ashiyo admitted—”
“Admitted what?” Ashiyo said as he entered the tent carrying a tray of food.
She gave him a rueful smile. “I was about to tell Shiro that your abilities as a sorcerer are not indicative of all this.” Tishi waved her hand towards the baskets of knowledge.”
Ashiyo shrugged and folded her arms. Shiro could see that she didn’t believe Ashiyo. “She’s right,” he said as he laid down the tray on one of the few bare spots on the table. Shiro noted that he had brought food for three. “I’ve already admitted my indifference as a student of magic to Shiro.”
The man made Shiro smile despite the guilt he still felt. “He has. So what can I help find? At least I can do that for Chika.”
Ashiyo served them bowls of rice with a strip of fish nestled in a top layer of vegetables. Shiro was more thirsty than hungry and gratefully took a cup of tea.
“Look for the severance of Affinity, would be my guess,” Ashiyo said. “I don’t remember anything in my days at the Guild that spoke of a spell that could do it.  The ward didn’t affect you on the way into the mansion…”
“I don’t know how we got in,” Shiro admitted. “They knocked me out and I woke in a warded room in the lord’s mansion.”
Tishi nodded. “The ward likely worked both ways. Udishi played with fire by not removing Affinity from you both when he first captured you. It seemed to have burned him in the end.” She smiled, a bit too evilly for Shiro’s taste. He could still picture the immolating corpse of Chika’s father.
“So perhaps an account of wards? If we can figure out the ward, then perhaps we can reverse it?” Shiro said.
Tishi sighed. “It doesn’t quite work that way, young man. Wards are not reversed; they are defeated. As I said, we are looking for a restorative spell.”
Shiro raised his finger. “But my reasoning still works. If we can find a method of severance,” he stopped Tishi as she began to contradict him, “with a spell, then we could puzzle out something to restore her Affinity.”
“Indeed,” Ashiyo commented, with his eyebrows raised. “My meager knowledge can see that.” 
Shiro was in no mood to accept Ashiyo’s false modesty, but didn’t have the strength to anything other than glare at the man.
“Tishi, you can look for a restorative and Shiro, here, can seek out severance spells.”
The woman squinted at them both and waved them both off. “You’ve convinced an old woman!  Now let’s get to work.”
“No,” Ashiyo said. “Let’s get to eating. If this will take the rest of the night, then we will need to maintain our strength.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
~
SHIRO THREW HIS EYES WIDE-OPEN to drive away a wave of drowsiness. He pushed away a stack of books and now attacked a small basket filled with scroll sticks. He ran through them and found a reference to deprivation of Affinity. 
“I may have something,” he said. Ashiyo didn’t respond from his position on his cot. He had finally fallen asleep with a book open on his chest. Tishi had just finished replacing two of the candles and had yet to sit back down. 
“Deprivation, you say? Does it continue?” she said.
“It does. The spell is similar to what is done to cut off the flow of a stream.”
“Why would anyone want to do that?” Ashiyo said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
“As a farmer, I can see some uses for using the spell as a diversion tool like the irrigation of fields. A spell can stop the flooding.” Shiro read on. “So it’s not severance, but deprivation.”
“I, for one, don’t know the difference,” Ashiyo said as he yawned.
“I don’t see how it matters as long as we can help the poor child,” Tishi said as she walked around the table and looked over Shiro’s shoulder.
“Here,” Shiro said, pointing to the spell. “This is the adaptation and there is even a ward that will repel the water once the deprivation spell has been made.”
“That’s just the thing,” Tishi said. “And here is the release spell to get the flow going again.”
“Ashiyo,” Shiro turned his head towards the man’s cot, “do sorcerers create spells?”
He nodded. “Indeed they do, but since they are specific instructions, such a thing is frowned upon. Experimentation can produce unwanted results and dead sorcerers.”
Shiro remembered his innovations at the Guild and nodded. “Well, we are going to do some innovation. I’m going to write out a spell and wards to cut off Affinity and another to restore it.”
Tishi narrowed her eyes. “And who will test it? You won’t be experimenting on my patient,” she said.
“I’ll experiment on myself. You’ll recite the spells and I’ll be your victim,” Shiro smiled. He knew he could make it work. For the first time in endless hours, he felt enervated that he might be able do something to help Chika.
Ashiyo heated some tea on a small brazier in his tent while Shiro worked out the spells. Tishi looked over Shiro’s shoulder, which bothered Shiro a bit, but the woman did point out an error in his writing.
“All right.” Shiro took a deep breath and lay down on his cot. “If it affects me like it did Chika, I’ll be comatose. Check me out first, and then reconnect my Affinity.”
“Disconnect, then reconnect.” Tishi’s face showed a great deal of concern and anxiety. The woman’s hands shook just a bit. The unease only increased Shiro’s nerves. “You are absolutely sure you want to do this?”
“Do it,” he said.
Tishi looked into Shiro’s eyes and intoned the spell.
He did not faint. His eyes remained open and he knew just what happened. “I feel like I can’t breathe.” He took a deep breath and made Ashiyo laugh. 
“It didn’t work then,” Ashiyo said.
Shiro sat up. “I am cut off from Affinity. My thinking, my perspective, everything has been dulled. It’s an effort to sit and to think, but I’m fighting it as I talk.” Shiro then felt the world close in on him and he fell back as he blacked out.
~
Shiro’s eyes opened and he took another deep breath as the world snapped back into place. “It worked!” He looked at his hands and produced a ball of flame. “Poor Chika. Let’s restore her Affinity and then it’s back to you to help her,” Shiro said, looking at Tishi.
The three of them walked out of the tent into an emerging dawn. The silhouettes of the tents and everything else appeared in shades of dark blue. 
“I’ll go in first,” Tishi said. “It’s not a good thing to barge in on a house full of women,” she said in a huff and disappeared into the house. A light grew and she soon returned to the door, a ball of light floating in her hand. “Follow me.”
Women rose up from their pallets, adjusting their robes as they passed through to a small room. Chika lay silent. Shiro created a ball of light on his own and took the scroll stick with the restorative spell. 
“You do it, Shiro,” Tishi said.
“Here we go.” He took a deep breath and prayed for success. He intoned the spell.
Chika coughed and opened her eyes. She looked around at her surroundings. The light revealed bruises still covering her face, but she looked from face to face, fear dominated the bruises. 
“Where am I?”
Tishi took Chika’s face in her palms. “You are among friends, my child. Shiro has saved you.” 
Chika frantically sought out Shiro’s face. “I…  I…” she struggled to get words out.
Shiro knelt at her side and took her hand. “Don’t talk. We escaped from your father’s mansion. A ward eliminated your Affinity and now it’s restored.”
“Who? What?…” 
Tishi put her finger to Chika’s lips and let her back down. She quickly went back to sleep. Tishi glared at Shiro. “Come with me.”
Ashiyo smiled at all of the ladies with their hair undone and in thin robes as they left. Shiro barely noticed and wondered what concerned Tishi.
When they were outside the house, Tishi turned on Shiro. “Why didn’t you lose your magic when you went through the gate?  Have you been playing me false?”
Shiro backed up. His mind worked furiously to come up with an answer. “Shield spell. Although I don’t think it would be responsible since I cast it on the both of us.”  What was different between them? He knew what protected him. “I had the Sunstone on me.”
“Sunstone? The sword?”
He never had told Tishi about his sword. “I have the ancient Sunstone. I found it on the prison island that I escaped from. It is the Sunstone that the Emperors used until…” Now he knew why the sword had been discarded. It held a great deal of protection and he didn’t know how to use it, but it did prevent the ward from working at the gate. “If you don’t believe me, try the spell while I’m holding onto the sword.”
Tishi gave Shiro a hard look and grabbed him by his wrist. He felt like his mother led him to his father for punishment. “Where is it?”
Shiro retrieved it from the possessions that lay in a heap inside the entrance to Ashiyo’s tent. “I’ll lay down, holding the sword. I’ll bet I won’t lose my ability to perform magic.”
He lay back down on his cot and waited for Tishi to pronounce the separation spell. She did so and Shiro put out his hand and produced a ball of light.
“Perhaps you were shielded before?” she said.
Shiro shook his head. “The only way is for you to take my place.”
Tishi’s eyes grew wide. “Me? Never!” She must have realized that her disguise would likely come off. Her real appearance would no longer be a secret.
Ashiyo nodded. “I’ll do it.”
She ground her teeth. “Up!  First without the sword and then with, Ashiyo.”
Shiro stood over Ashiyo as he lay on his cot. He pronounced the spell and he immediately went under. He looked with alarm at Tishi. “I didn’t just faint like that, did I?” Shiro said.
“No, you didn’t, but he’s not you, lad.”
The restoration spell brought Ashiyo back to consciousness.
“Not good. Now I can understand how Chika felt. I lost all ability to think and curled up into a little ball as I dreamed. How long was I out?”
“A few moments, my dear,” Tishi said.
“Here,” Shiro gave him the sword. 
Ashiyo grasped it tightly and closed his eyes. 
“Make a ball of flame,” Shiro said.
“Here.” Ashiyo did so and then closed his eyes tightly. Shiro could see a sheen of sweat on his forehead. “I go willingly back to that awful place.”
Shiro intoned the separation spell.
“Are you there?”
Ashiyo’s eyes popped open. “Nothing.” He sat up, laying the sword aside and made a ball of flame. 
“I apologize, Shiro. I jumped to the wrong conclusion,” Tishi said.
Shiro laughed. “Keep jumping, Tishi. It’s the time to be wary. We have enemies all around us and we must maintain our guard.” He yawned. “As much as I’d like to return to Chika’s side, I am not well rested. Get off of my bed and I’ll be over in a few hours.”
Ashiyo shivered. “I don’t know if I’ll help you with your experiments, again. Losing my Affinity was awful.”
“Now you know how Chika felt.”
~
Sleeping until mid-afternoon, Shiro blinked sleep out of his eyes and changed clothes before he made his way to Tishi’s house. The women stopped him at the door.
“How is she?”
Miroshi, looked down at him from within the entry. “She is not herself.” She put her hand to the side of her face. “Chika doesn’t even remember her name.” She motioned him inside and led him to Chika’s side.
“Chika, it’s Shiro.”
She looked up at him and furrowed her brow. “I’m sorry. I don’t know you.”
“What do you know?”
Chika rose on her elbow and rubbed the front of her forehead. “Not much. I vaguely remember that I am the daughter of an important man.”
“You were adept at martial arts. Do you remember that you could fight?”
Her eyes widened. “Me? No. I don’t know…” She made a fist. “Maybe. I’m fit, aren’t I?” She looked up at Shiro for confirmation.
Tishi closed her hands around Chika’s fist. “You are, my child. If we remove this male from the room, we will let you rise and dress.”
Miroshi ushered Shiro out and he paced outside of the house until Chika walked out of the house. 
“They told me you would tell me how I ended up in this state.” She frowned, rubbing her head again. “My head hasn’t stopped hurting.”
This version of Chika lacked fire. As far as Shiro could see, the restoration spell only brought back consciousness, but not Chika. If only he had put her in front of him on the horse as they rode through the gate. He looked out at the activity of the valley and wanted to get away from these strangers who took refuge. 
“Come with me.” He took her to Ashiyo’s tent and retrieved the Sunstone sword. 
He grasped her hand and led Chika to the nexus outcropping. He told her all that they had done together up until the time they were captured.
Chika shook her head. “I don’t remember any of it. We did quite a lot together didn’t we?” She gave him a sideways glance along with a smile.
Shiro took it as progress. A little spirit had returned. “Indeed. Do you know where we are?”
“I can feel a tingle on my skin.”
“Do you remember how to use your power and perform magic?”
Chika frowned and walked a pace or two away from him. She shook her head with frustration. “No, but I can feel that there is something just out of my reach—especially here. That’s part of the tingle.”
“You know what a nexus is?”
She smiled. “I may have lost some memory, but I haven’t lost all of my wits. This is a nexus. That is why I can feel it. I have some Affinity.”
“Touch the orange rock.”
Chika sat on the nexus and leaned back with both hands. Her long hair swayed in the breeze. The hardness that defined an element of Chika had disappeared, leaving a woman at the peak of her femininity. She looked vulnerable and that made her incredibly attractive. Shiro had to keep his breath even. What was he doing? Did he hope that just walking to the nexus would cure her? It only made his feelings for her stronger. Like was turning into something more serious. He couldn’t let that happen. 
Shiro shook his head and shut that off from his mind. Would his very proximity bring back her memory? He quickly cast that thought aside as dishonorable pride. Shiro didn’t know what to do next and felt his best course would be to just let this encounter with Chika develop without him getting all romantic with the woman. 
He drew his sword. “This is what saved me from your fate. The sword contains the legendary Sunstone.” He swung the sword and began to perform a few forms for Chika. “Does my practice bring back any memories?”
Chika’s eyes glistened with tears as she shook her head. “They should, though, shouldn’t they?” She balled her hands into fists and rose from her rock seat, a look of frustration or torment covered her face. Shiro didn’t know which and realized that it didn’t matter.
All Shiro could do was nod, and then he placed the sword in her hand. “Try to do what I just did. Maybe your muscles will provide you with enough memory.”
She took the sword in her hand and put her finger to the stone. “It’s an odd place for such a jewel. I would have thought the top of the pommel.” She swung the sword and after a few clumsy passes, Shiro could see control begin to guide her swings. Chika danced around as if possessed and then brought the sword down on the rock. 
At least she hit it with the flat of the sword, Shiro thought. But the blade stayed anchored to the rock. Chika’s eyes rolled up in her head and she fell senseless to the earth on top of the sword. Concerned that she might have hurt herself, Shiro hurried to her side and lifted her away from the blade and set her down a few paces away. He checked to see if she were still breathing. Her color looked fine through the bruises that still colored her face.
Shiro picked up the sword and laid it on the nexus. The power of Affinity coursed through his body. He had experienced this filling up of power when he first came through here. The sword filled him in the blink of an eye and then the power stopped. 
He rushed back to Chika. Her eyes were closed and her face composed. He put his hand to her neck to feel a strong pulse. The only thoughts were that she had returned to her catatonic state. Sheathing his sword, he picked her up and began the long walk back to the settlement. 
After a few hundred paces, Chika opened her eyes. “That’s enough. Put me down.”
A shock of relief flashed through him.
“I’m not that heavy, Shiro,” Chika said. The abrasion had returned. Shiro couldn’t keep the grin off of his face.
“When…”
“I originally didn’t want to walk all the way back on my own — not when I have my own personal mule. But I never realized how uncomfortable it is being carried by someone.” She brushed her dress. “Sit. Now it’s my time to tell you what my father did to me.”
Shiro tried to stop smiling with the relief that he felt. “Excuse my grin. I’m happy that you have returned.”
‘You’re happy. I can remember everything up to when we passed the gate and then I woke up to a jolt of power. The sword? From then on I thought I’d have some fun. Gaining my mind back put me in a good mood. It’s been too long,” she said. “You may hold my hand, but don’t put it in your mouth. You don’t know where it’s been,” she said, giving him a lopsided grin and then her face turned serious.
“I’ll behave.” Shiro said. It was all he could get out. He tried to compose himself. It wouldn’t do to look any more of the fool he already had. He took her hand and she closed her eyes. A tear rolled down her face.
“I woke in a warded room as I’m sure you did. I tried to transport and it made me very, very groggy. My father came in and began to rant and rave about magic and women and how he wouldn’t stand for it. If anything, he had become worse since I had left him. His verbal abuse became physical. In my addled state from trying to transport, I couldn’t defend myself. 
“I’ve always respected my father on some level. He is part of me, as much as I am loath to admit it, even now.” She sniffed and opened her eyes, looking off. She began again. “The great Lord Udishi began to tell me how he was going to kill me. First parade me in front of you and then he would kill us both with the Sunstone sword. He called it justice. I thought it just monstrous and from that point all I could think of was ending his life.”
“You remember that?”
She nodded and that brought a flood of tears. “I still couldn’t think straight as he brought in maids to use cosmetics to cover the bruises that covered my face. I must have looked awful.”
“I’ve seen you look better,” Shiro said. She squeezed his hand and he felt a certain shock course through him.
“The rest you know. Walking into his dining room, probably through another ward, just about destroyed my wits. I gathered all of my strength and burned him and the fool sorcerer. I don’t regret any of it. When you pulled me out of the room, my mind reeled again until we rode under the gate and then I blacked out.”
“I’m sure you regret it on some level, Chika. Your father’s dining room was warded. That only made your condition worse. But you had to do it. You saved both of our lives. Even at the very end, your father underestimated the power of a woman.”
“Indeed.” Chika put her arms around him and cried. “I loved him. I hated him. I killed him.” Her emotions seemed to choke her up and finally erupted into a fit of tears.
They sat there for a while until Chika’s sobs had run their course. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear, kissing it. “Don’t expect another kiss.” With a stronger voice she rubbed her face and rose to her feet, swaying a little. “I’m hungry. Where can we get something to eat?” She turned into the cook’s image that she wore at Shiuki’s inn. “No one needs to know who I am. Help a dewy-eyed middle-aged woman gain a few pounds. I need to keep my strength up for whatever comes my way.” She gave him a sly smile.
Shiro just shook his head and restrained the grin that he felt inside. Chika had returned.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
~
THE KEY LEADERS OF THE WHITE ROSE SOCIETY sat on mats in the still-unfinished council room, Miroshi, Tishi, and newer White Rose Leader, Sumi from Hoksaka, as well as Ashiyo and Shiro. Tiles had just covered the roof, and the doors were shut, letting in filtered light from their paper panes. All of them wore their shoes inside, as most of the floors remained unfinished.
It didn’t matter to Shiro. He’d spent the last year down in the South Isle retrieving as many women as he could. Chika couldn’t bring herself to return and remained behind, training the younger women and men in the art of physical war.
“I think our initial work is finished in the South Isle,” Shiro said. “What would you have me do next?”
Tishi acted lead the council. “We don’t need your transport capabilities in the North Isle and we have scoured the North Isle, although you, of all people, know how difficult that is.”
Ashiyo gave Shiro a tentative look. “We have done well in the North. I believe it is time to venture into the Guild’s primary territory. The antagonism towards female sorcerers isn’t as strong, but that could change at any time.”
Shiro balled his hands into fists and laid them on his thighs. “I’m not adept enough for a confrontation with the Guild.” There he’d said it. They could castigate him for a coward or whatever they’d like, but Shiro remembered the spells of the sorcerer at Lord Udishi’s mansion. Stealth led to his success on the South Isle more than his strength of arms and his magic.
“Then what do you suggest?” Tishi said.
“I want to study in Ashiyo’s library for a few months. I don’t worry about my power, but about my technique.”
“But you carry the Sunstone. Surely that can overcome any other deficiencies,” Sumi said, her dimpled face remained smooth as she said it. Shiro didn’t care much for the woman. Chika had told him of her sharp tongue, and continual complaining about the men in the valley. If Sumi had her way, she would rather the valley not be home to any men. He wondered if the Sunstone made her uncomfortable, linked to so much male dominance.
The culture created the dominance, not the stone. He had covered the sheath that Udishi had made with leather, plain and simple, that hid the stone again.
“You overestimate the power of the stone. It doesn’t exist for power, but for focus and communication. True, it saved my life at Udishi’s gate, but my resistance to the spell that downed Chika was stronger anyway.”
“Use your own strength, then. I’m sure the other women on the council would rather you be out of the valley helping the White Rose,” Miroshi said.
“I must disagree,” Tishi said. “Shiro has a better understanding of magic than even Ashiyo. I would rather him study and simplify some of the intricate spells in Ashiyo’s library for the rest of us.” Tishi looked at Miroshi, who looked away. 
Of the two women on the council, Tishi spoke alone and Miroshi had just showed subservience to Sumi. 
“Let Shiro study for a season. Winter is full upon us at any event. We can use his strength to finish up our village.”
Sumi nodded. Tishi’s face didn’t quite hide the annoyance she must have felt. “It’s settled then. In the spring, you will begin to gather society members on Roppon Isle.”
Shiro rose from his mat on the floor. “If you will excuse me, I will begin to organize my duties. It won’t hurt for Chika to have a helper in training our guard.”
Sumi snorted. “What use have we for a guard? Our collective magic should be enough.”
“In all of the history of Roppon, magicians and soldiers have always fought side by side. Magicians can help fight armies, but it has been shown time and again, that they cannot hold onto defensive positions by themselves for long.”
She waved her hand as if batting away a fly. “Go, then.”
Shiro glanced at Tishi, who nodded her head as he left with Ashiyo.
“We have lost before we have begun,” Ashiyo said after they were midway to his tent. “Sumi has worked hard to rise among the South Isle women. Tishi is stronger willed, but I’m afraid she can only do so much.”
“What if we put Chika on the council?” Shiro said.
Ashiyo shook his head. “Three women must agree on any successors and Tishi is now outnumbered.”
Shiro ran his tongue along the edge of his upper teeth in thought. “Then we will have to develop some defensive strategies.”
“We don’t have many options. We will have to leave with all of the men once the gathering is complete.”
Now Shiro knew Sumi’s strategy. “That was why she wants me out of here. The sooner the women are here, the sooner the men are exiled from the valley.”
“I’m afraid you’re right.”
They walked into Ashiyo’s tent. The house he would share with Shiro had a few weeks to go before completion. Since Shiro had been staying in the tent, the books and scrolls were now ordered. He’d done much the same thing at the prison island. 
“What about the simple spells?” Ashiyo said.
“After I’ve gone through the books and learned what I need, I’ll go back and give the White Rose the spells they should have.”
“You will be making the decision on what to give them?”
Shiro stared at a book in his hand. “Indeed I will. We have little leverage here, Ashiyo. I trust Tishi, but I don’t trust Sumi or Miroshi, now. We will work to strengthen the White Rose Society, but that doesn’t mean we are setting up a rival to the Guild. Do you imagine what devastation that would cause?”
Ashiyo rubbed his chin. “I do. What can I do to help?”
With shrugged shoulders, Shiro said, “Let’s get the village built. The materials are here. Despite Sumi’s misgivings, I’m going to make sure the guard is strong, just not a defensive force, but offensive as well. Chika agrees with me.”
~
Shiro sat at his long study table. He sipped a cup of tea amidst orderly stacks of books and scrolls. It didn’t snow in the North Isle like it did in the south, but the rains had turned the village that Ashiyo had completed, into a sea of mud and winter hadn’t even come yet. He slid open a window and looked out at the rain. The water pooled in so many places, Shiro thought of the ocean. 
“I wondered if you might be up to a visit to Hoksaka. Perhaps we can pick up some wine and beer. Our supplies are low and there’s nothing like variety,” Ashiyo said.
“I think that’s a great idea. Perhaps we can see if a certain ship has wintered in the port. We will leave tomorrow morning. Why don’t you secure some horses and a cart? We could teleport, but I need some time away from these books.” Shiro said. “I’m going to see Chika right now.”
Shiro put a rain cloak over his shoulders, lifting the hood over his head and slipped on waxed boots. He sloshed his way over to the large training tent. 
The guard now numbered over four hundred men and women. Originally anyone who wished to learn martial arts joined the group, but since Chika had taken over, she had winnowed out those who would not suffer through her training. Since the women on the council did not accept men into the White Rose Society, once the construction had finished, most of the men gravitated to Chika’s guard. 
Most of her guard had some Affinity. Even though the men might not be trained sorcerers, their power matched most of the women in the society. Shiro watched the many pairs fighting each other. Chika spotted him and walked over.
“What brings you to my domain, Shiro? Does your sword need sharpening?”
Shiro chuckled. “Not today, mighty Chika. I have something to talk to you about.”
“Into my command tent.” She turned as if she assumed Shiro would follow. Shiro smiled because he knew he would, just like a little puppy. 
He walked into her tent as she lit a lamp with her power. Chika’s tent opened directly into the main training tent. Her clothes were strewn all over the place. She had stacks of weapons against a single wooden wall. She walked up to her mat-covered living platform, removing her sandals. Shiro did the same and sat down directly on the mat. 
“What god do I thank that you have graced my presence.” Did Shiro detect a tone of petulance?
“You know I’ve been concentrating on my studies.”
“Your skills will soften unless you play with my children,” Chika said.
Shiro laughed. “And how are your boys and girls.”
“Toughening. We will be going out on maneuvers next week, rain or no. We’ll be staying in the forest that once bordered Tishi’s inn. Come and play with them. Play with me.” She gave him half a smile. So she had missed him.
“I would like to, but Ashiyo and I are heading to Hoksaka. I was going to ask if you wanted to come along.”
Chika pursed her lips. “I wish I could, but we just accepted more volunteers and I don’t trust their training to anyone but myself. Promise me that when you return and the guard returns from the camp that you will begin to work with them on battle spells. Every woman would love to be under your spell, and many are.”
“But not you.” Shiro smiled.
“I am impervious,” she said. “What is your thinking of the spring?” Chika and Shiro had spoken of Sumi’s ascendance within the society.
“We must be prepared for anything and I’m going to Hoksaka to see an old sea friend.”
“The captain?”
Shiro nodded. “He is likely as not going to winter in Hoksaka. If he isn’t there, perhaps I can find out where he is. Anyway, I need to get out of here. I’m afraid I have done too much studying.”
“You?”
He grinned and stood up. “Even me. I do have some adaptations for your troops and I will spend some time with them when I return.”
“Promise?”
Shiro nodded and put his boots on again. Chika stood looking down at him from her living platform. “I promise.” He waved and left her standing in her stockinged feet with her hands on her hips.
~
Rainy and cold weather dogged Ashiyo and Shiro all the way to Hoksaka. Shiro’s discomfort quickly disappeared when he learned that theWicked Wind sat on its own slip in the harbor. The pair rode to the docks and found the ship.
“I’m looking for Captain Mistokko,” Shiro said to a sailor, his face hidden by an oilcloth raincoat.
“He’s not in Hoksaka. But I know you.”
Shiro recognized the gravelly voice. “Shinku, if I remember correctly. Where is the captain? I have brought another friend.”
“Ah, the apprentice. Mistokko often wondered if you still lived.”
Shiro couldn’t help but smile. “I do, indeed. Where can we find him?”
“Boriako. The Guild has finally caught him. I don’t know if he still lives. They caught him a few weeks ago, walking the streets of Hoksaka. They had warned him about setting foot on Roppon.”
Ashiyo rubbed his chin. “That is strange. The Guild has tolerated the captain for many years. Why take him now?”
“Come on up and let’s talk.” Shinku motioned them aboard and led them into Mistokko’s cabin. He poured them cups of heated wine. “Mistokko received a letter from a lady friend, pleading with him to come here before winter arrived.” Shinku shrugged. “I imagine it was a trap. From what the captain said, he spent some wonderful nights on shore. Is there anything you can do? Are you finally a sorcerer?”
Shiro nodded. “I am. The Guild tried to eliminate me, but I thwarted them. I’ve been building up a little community not far from here and hoped I’d run into the captain. I’d like his advice.”
“Aye. He’s good for advice. His only payment is that you have to listen to him. Sometimes that’s too high of a price,” Shinku laughed and Shiro and Ashiyo joined in. 
“A few weeks, eh?” Shiro said. “Did they transport him to the Guild?”
“How do I know? His lady friend told us the news. She felt bad about it, but not bad enough to keep her from selling him out to the cursed sorcerers.”
“I’ll ask around. I no longer need a ship to travel to Boriako,” Shiro said. “I’ll do what I can.”
After another round of wine, Ashiyo and Shiro traveled to an inn close to the guildhouse in the city where Shiro first encountered Roniki. They took a room together, but restricted any talk for other ears to the noisy tavern. 
He couldn’t abandon Mistokko to the Guild. His time with Mistokko marked the change in his life from farmer to sorcerer. The captain had never played him wrong all the time that he knew him and he refused to leave him in the Guild’s clutches. 
“Do you think he’s in Hoksaka?” Shiro said to Ashiyo just after they were served their evening meal. 
“No, unless they have added on cells to the guildhouse here. I imagine he’s in Boriako. We can’t touch him.”
“I can,” Shiro said. “I won’t let him down like I did Boreko. He died because of me.” Mistokko wouldn’t be killed to satisfy Roniki or Yushidon. He still thought of the shame of administering the poison that killed his mentor on the prison island. Deep within, he couldn’t live with himself knowing that Mistokko could suffer a similar fate without doing something to give the captain at least a chance to escape.
“I know you saved me from the guild prison at Sekkoro, but that wasn’t the Guild’s very headquarters. Remember that you couldn’t help Shiuki.”
Shiro smirked. “I could have, knowing what I know now, Ashiyo. What do you think I’ve been doing for the last weeks? Watch my sword.” As soon as he said it, the sword disappeared from his side. “I can make anything disappear. I learned how wards are made and I can break parts of them down. Udishi trapped me in a room when he captured Chika and me. That won’t happen again.”
“You’ve never told me that.”
“I haven’t told you anything that I’ve learned. The scrolls that taught me the philosophy of magic is in an old language that I taught myself inside your tent. I seriously doubt that anyone in the valley can read it. Secrecy can be a weapon, as you know, my friend.”
Ashiyo put both of his hands up in submission. “I agree. So what do we do?”
Shiro shook his head. “What do I do? I’ll be on my own. No Chika. No Ashiyo. I need to get in and get out. I’ll leave from our room. As you recall, I lived in the Guild and know the cells well enough. I’ll check for wards and then rescue Mistokko. If he’s injured, I’ll heal him as best I can and then bring him to the valley—to your house. Let Shinku know his captain will be taken care of and then get to the valley. I imagine he won’t be in any shape to travel knowing the Guildmaster.”
Ashiyo nodded. “I agree. If I wasn’t such a weak person, I wouldn’t let you go by yourself, but Roniki scares me to death.”
Shiro puffed up his chest. “Don’t I scare you to death?”
Ashiyo grinned. “You don’t, but your actions do.” They both laughed and ate their meal. Shiro had another helping. He would need plenty of food to keep up his energy. 
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
~
WARDS CRISSCROSSED THE GUILD HOUSE OF BORIAKO. Shiro peered out from the hood of his black tight-fitting clothes in the darkening light. Cold rain dripped down the wide brim of his dark straw hat, obscuring his sight, but he could see the shapes of power in the many wards. After his studies in Ashiyo’s library, he could whisper a spell and see any wards. These were built up into many layers that went high into the air. Levitating over the fence would set off alarms that even teleportation might trigger.
He only wished he knew all of this in Sekkoro before Shiuki and her sisters had been murdered by the lord’s guards. How many people would die by his being a little too late or too stupid, Boreko, Shiuki, nearly Chika, and worst of all, his family? Shiro shook his head in self-inflicted shame. No matter what he accomplished in the future wouldn’t bring back their lives.
Shiro took a deep breath. This train of thinking wouldn’t save Mistokko. He’d have to be more focused. He continued his walk around the outside of the Guildhouse compound until he found a door in the wall. The wards told him that the small side door hadn’t been open in a long, long time. 
He smiled as he walked up and began to clear away the wards as another might wipe away cobwebs. No one would suspect him of using this door unless they could see the wards as he felt that few, if any, could. The clearing process took a bit longer because Shiro took care not to break the magical bonds. He merely stretched them aside. He sensed wards on the other side and, without being able to see the weaves, removing them took even longer.
The door wouldn’t budge, but Shiro had hoped for such a way into the compound from a place that no one would think to look. He took out a short thick knife and began to pry the edges of the door aside. Once that was done, he took a jar of grease out and slathered it on the ancient joints. He spoke the barest of spells to force the grease in between the surfaces of the rusted metal and gradually he worked the joints. The wooden bar that kept the door locked from the inside moved up and away with Shiro’s magic. 
He slid into a tiny alleyway, about a half pace in width. A building had been built nearly against the wall. Moonlight painted it’s pale light over the narrow pathway. It had taken hours to get through the door, but he now walked the paths of the Guild House in complete anonymity.
Shiro thought he’d need to sit and recover his powers, but with his new sensitivities, living for weeks close to the valley nexus, his ability to absorb power had increased. He remembered that the Guildhouse sat on one and he used his Affinity to seek out the source. The tingling took a bit longer to feel, but soon his powers were back at full strength. It made sense. He wondered how many guilds were similarly situated. 
He’d never tried to locate the energy pathways within the earth. Perhaps he’d study that once he returned to the valley with Mistokko. Shiro still felt he knew so little. Ashiyo tried to tell him otherwise, but sometimes, he didn’t fully trust everything the man told him. 
He faced a courtyard and stood in the shadows, getting his bearings. The basement was close. He crept like a cat through the compound until he found the main building. Shiro pilfered Remmi’s domain for a sorcerer’s robe and put it over his black outfit and slipped into the building. He walked through the hallway, reaching out with his senses to see in the dark. This was another talent that sorcerers kept from the apprentices.
Light fought it’s way up through the stairwell enough to indicate the basement levels below. 
Shiro’s tattoo had long been removed, but Ashiyo had drawn a facsimile in ink just before he had left their house with the straight line of a lesser sorcerer. Down he traveled. Mistokko would undoubtedly be kept at the lowest level and warded. It all seemed so easy. Too easy. He had expected more sorcerers about, even if it was in the middle of the night, but he found none. 
He carefully walked past all of the cells. None had any openings, but fresh wards covered one of the doors. Where were the guards? Shiro squinted in the darkness, reasonably confident that he had walked some kind of trap. How would they know of his rescue attempt?  The realization that they suspected his presence weighed down on him. Shiro refused to let his suspicions affect his decision. He teleported into a cell that showed no signs of being used in some time and decided to wait out the night. The cell would be his protection. He could teleport to the other side of the door at any time and escape.
The darkness of the cell together with his own inner tension worked to make his eyes heavy and after a few moments of fighting off drooping lids, Shiro fell into a light sleep.
Voices in the corridor woke him up.
“It didn’t work,” Yushidon said.
“I’m sure someone slipped past me in the night,” 
“Guards…” Yushidon spoke the word as a distasteful slur. Shiro heard a cell door open. “You are still confined?”
“What do you expect, vermin!” Mistokko’s voice reverberated along the corridor. “He didn’t take your bait did he? Doesn’t surprise me. Do you think that Shiro would attempt to open that death trap you covered with wards?” The captain laughed. “I don’t know why someone would seek me out in this stinkhole of a guild. You overestimate my importance, Yushidon.” The door clanked shut and Mistokko’s voice became a muffled sound.
Yushidon continued his discussion with the guard. “Mistokko is still in the cell and you think someone walked past you? Well if he did, he obviously feared the wards, but didn’t touch them.”
“But he wouldn’t have found Mistokko, anyway,” the guard said.
“Shiro wouldn’t have known that. Perhaps he’ll try again tomorrow night. I’ll send a message to Roniki in Hoksaka and he’ll find out why the White Rose provided us with inaccurate information.”
The voices drifted away and Shiro heard them fade up the steps. He waited for any other sounds for some time before he teleported back into the corridor. He needed more light and examined the floor for evidence of where they kept Mistokko. There, on the damp floor, he saw some recent scuffs and then he transported into Mistokko’s cell.
The captain had lights at all four corners, while he sat on a bed, more of a shelf, really, built into the wall. “I wondered if that was you scratching around in the middle of the night.”
“I heard your voice well enough.” Shiro played at cleaning out his ear. He grinned and put his arms around the massive captain. “I have come to save you. I may need your ship.”
“Then let’s escape. Roniki has transported right into my cell before, so if you’ve learned how, we can just leave. I learned to levitate, but I never had the power to transport.”
Shiro didn’t think his exit would be so simple. He transported the both of them all the way to the inn he spent his first night on the way from Koriaki to Hoksaka.
 “I would have taken us to the nexus valley or Hoksaka, but it appears…”
“I heard. Roniki probably has my ship watched and you, honorable sir, have a traitor in your midst,” Mistokko said.
Shiro nodded as he helped Mistokko to his feet. The weather must have stretched from Roppon all the way to North Isle. The cold temperature in Boriako generally didn’t make it so far north, but Shiro still shivered. The weather tempted him to keep his sorcerer’s robe on, but he took it off.
“You look like a proper thief,” Mistokko said as he examined Shiro’s black garb. The captain wore dirty silk clothes, now sodden in the rain.
“It’s better than this green instructors robe.” Shiro tossed it deep into the bushes at the side of the road. “I think we both deserve a night at the inn just around the bend.” He adjusted the cover on the hilt of his sword as he disguised himself as Boreko and clapped Mistokko on the back. “So fill me in, why did they capture you?”
Mistokko rubbed his hands and then looked at Shiro with astonishment. “What… You look just like Boreko!”
Shiro laughed. “Something that the White Rose taught me. I’ll show you how it’s done, and then we won’t have to worry about being seen. Now your story.”
Mistokko shook his head. “Only once I get some hot wine in me, please.” 
Shiro showed him how to disguise himself and he saw Shinku jog down the road. Shiro had no choice but to catch up to him.
Once they had sat down and ordered a morning meal with hot wine, enduring the skeptical glare of the innkeeper, Mistokko sat back and rubbed his eyes. The wine came.
“We travelled too far this morning and these old bones need lubrication.” Mistokko looked up into the disapproving eyes of the innkeeper as he downed his first up. “Ahhh. Does a body good.”
Shiro couldn’t help but smile. They had sat far enough away from the few people dining this early in the morning. “So what happened?”
The captain lifted his chin. “Your body needs a bit of warmth as well. I’ll not drink alone.”
Shiro happily obliged. 
“I had a lady friend. Ah, Sumi. Beautiful little wench. She met me on the docks and asked me to winter in port. I never do that, you know. I now winter up in southern Besseti where it’s a bit warmer, but not in Roppon. Sure enough, Roniki and a gaggle of his sorcerers showed up to capture me. They put me in a warded cell. Not the one they tried to lure you into. I think I was there for three weeks.” Mistokko shrugged his shoulders.
“The Wicked Wind is still in good hands,” Shiro said. “Shinku” He kept quiet about ‘Sumi’. Could she be the same person? There were certainly enough Sumi’s walking about. His stomach turned at the prospect of the Guild having already taken over the White Rose. He desired the Guild and the White Rose to come to terms, but it appeared that the Guild still wanted Shiro dead.
Mistokko nodded. “Once they determined that I wouldn’t teleport out of the cell, they put me in a non-warded cell and used my old cell as a trap. Destroy those wards or call out my name and you’d be destroyed. How did you know?”
“They were too lax. I made it down there too easily. I decided to teleport into a cell and just wait. Yushidon came down and spoiled his own trap. I didn’t need to call out your name and just had to look for recent scuffs on the floor. That was pure luck.”
Mistokko clapped his hand on Shiro’s shoulder. “You are the luckiest man I know and here we are, both alive and free.”
Shiro furrowed his brow. “I don’t think we are very free. The White Rose Society is compromised and you’ve been captured. They knew I’d come for you again. It seems our prison is all of Roppon.” For the first time, Shiro felt utter defeat. How could he escape the Guild? The Sunstone didn’t give him any special powers other than a good boost of power from time to time.
“I can see you’ve given up. Your face betrays your bitterness,” Mistokko said.
“What choice do you have? You’ll go back to your ship and sail from port to port, never setting your foot on dry land again, right?” 
Mistokko nodded. 
“That’s giving up. Your prison is the sea. Mine is yet to be defined, but I can’t seem to shed envy and betrayal. It’s followed me from the time I left my village. Affinity hasn’t been a power; it’s been a curse. My life died along with my family. I’ve been a ghost flitting from here to there ever since.” Shiro took another cup of wine. He wiped away tears of frustration and depression. The feelings he continually fought began to prey upon him again. “I thought I had put all of that behind me. My family, Boreko, Ashiyo, you, others in the White Rose Society.” He shook his head and poured another cup of wine. “I guess I sought a family again. Something I’m destined not to have.”
“Boreko? What happened to him? Last I heard he mentored you and then you both disappeared.”
Shiro told him a quick version of his life after Boreko and he were transported to the desert of South Isle.
“What an adventure!  You’ve done more than I ever could. That’s not a life? You’ve lived three or four since I left you off at Boriako. Now you’ve become the sorcerer I always knew you could be. Still good with a blade?”
“I’ll show you my sword work along the road,” Shiro said. He eagerly sought the rain and the cold as a distraction from his troubles.
The innkeeper sold them a couple of old musty cloaks and sent them on their way in the morning. 
Shiro stopped Mistokko under a large pine tree some paces from the road. The rain seemed to let up and they sat on dry pine needles, shoulders touching as they leaned against the trunk.
“This is my sword.” He slid out the Sunstone sword and handed it to Mistokko.
“A foreign antique. I could tell the sword was exotic from the sheath, but this is a wonder. Ancient steel. What’s underneath this cover?” 
Shiro leaned over and unwrapped the leather than hid the stone. “This is the Sunstone.”
Mistokko’s eyes seemed to glow in wonder. He just about touched it, but drew away his hand. “I don’t believe it. Where did you get this?”
“The Ropponi emperor that threw this away chose the far end of his empire, the prison island that I labored on with Boreko. I found it deep in the earth. It might have been buried, but the gods thought it had suffered enough in the lonely soil and here it is.”
“What does it do?” Mistokko asked.
“It recharges my power faster. I’ve had visions when I’ve touched it. Things that happened long ago. According to books I’ve read, it was used for communicating with the Emperor of all Goriati in ancient days until he disappeared. He had the Purestone and the other three, Moonstone, Bloodstone, and this were on the Besseti, Zarroni and Roppon.”
“Ah. I remember. The Moonstone was lost about the time of the rise of the Dark Lord and the Bloodstone is in the Red Kingdom in Besseti. You could retire if you sold that sword to the Emperor.”
Shiro shook his head. “If I did that, with my power, they’d just kill me for it. Lord Udishi nearly succeeded. They threw it away for some reason. I think the sword would be hidden from view again.”
“You’re right.”
Shiro looked off into the forest and the road beyond. “I think I’ll have to leave Roppon. It’s my home, but I don’t want to endanger anyone else.”
Mistokko put his hand to his chin. “I’ve heard that lords in Besseti are hiring mercenaries and that includes sorcerers. Few people have the power we have in Roppon. They will pay well and you will be well rid of Roppon. I have a mind to join you. Perhaps after we have amassed a fortune we can travel everywhere but the cursed lands of Ayrtani. I’ve been to the single port that lies on the entire southwestern coast. It’s a poor excuse for a land.”
“Where the great Emperor supposedly went mad and disappeared?”
Mistokko made a face. “With your power, you could banish the curse. A new land. Well, sparsely populated with natives that are little better than animals. I’d be willing to give it a try. If you fail, you can live in Besseti. Find a friendly kingdom and settle down.”
Shiro discounted the offered adventures in Ayrtani, but perhaps an exile of sorts would work. He was all but exiled in his own land, even now.
“ I’ll talk to Ashiyo and Chika.”
“Chika? Who’s she?”
“A friend and a warrior. We can be warrior-sorcerers. A company of such would be valuable in the petty squabbles that always crop up in Besseti.”
“Not always so petty, but certainly valuable,” Mistokko nodded his head. “Let’s go to the valley and find your traitor.”
“Who’s the traitor? You and I or the supporter of the emperor and the Guild?”
“Betrayal is in the eye of the beholder, I guess. I’m all for looking out through my own eyes,” Mistokko said.
“So am I,” Shiro said as he wrapped up the Sunstone and put his sword back in its sheath. He disguised the shape and repeated, “So am I.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
~
THEY CONTINUED TO TRAVEL EASTWARD towards the valley. Mistokko practiced with his disguises. He took on the form of one of his younger sailors when they stopped for a rest.
“Oh, how I wished I could have looked like a young man sooner!”
“You haven’t met Sumi, yet. I suspect that she is the same woman who betrayed you. Most White Rose Society members know the disguise trick. The real Sumi is middle aged and not that provocative.” 
Mistokko’s face screwed up in mock pain. “Middle-aged? Oh, what a trickster.”
Shiro shrugged. “Look. I’m nearly middle-aged as Kinoru, an old friend from my village. I can tell when someone is in disguise. It takes a bit more power.” He showed Mistokko how.
“Now that you’ve taught me that trick, I can see that you look a little blurry around the edges.”
“That’s enough to detect a disguise and you’ll see more than a few employed in the village. A lot of the women are afraid to show their real faces. The South Isle has become a hostile place for women with Affinity.”
Mistokko picked up a thin broken branch and began to doodle in the drying mud as they talked. “I didn’t like being the lure to capture a friend. We were lucky to get out.”
“I know. I’ve been thinking as we walked. I find the concept of living in a different land more and more appealing. The thought of being a traitor has preyed upon my sense of honor. I suppose that’s a good thing since I’ve been focusing so much on simple survival.” Shiro gazed at Mistokko’s doodles. “That’s a map!”
“It is. Hoksaka is here and the Middle Ocean separates us from Besseti. We will have to sail far to the west and then struggle through the tides in the middle of the world. We then ride the current east and hopefully land at the port of Grianne. It’s a nice enough place and we can make landfall while it’s still summer. The southern edge of Besseti is home to a number of petty dukedoms. No ancient bureaucracy there. The boundaries shift as fortunes ebb and flow and new vulnerabilities catch the eye of their neighbors. 
“To the north lies the Red Kingdom on the west and the land of Learsea to the east. Both have been large and stable, but I last heard that strife had hit the Red Kingdom. Some say the Emperor of the Dakkori stirs up trouble. I don’t know why. We Ropponi have little interest in other climes, but perhaps that will change, eh?”
Shiro stood up. “I yearn for change and our country fights against it.”
“It’s been that way for centuries and will continue. The difficulty of navigating the Middle Ocean has served well enough to kept us apart most of the time and we are different peoples in just about every way. Less magic to the north, that’s for sure.” Mistokko rose and obliterated his map and stretched. 
“We’ll make it to Ashiyo’s house in the darkness. I rode a horse the last time I came this way.”  It seemed like a lifetime ago, but Shiro wasn’t yet thirty years old and he, yet again, faced uncertainty and a bit of fear for his future riding the same path now. The journey would be different this time and one of his own making. He’d head north rather than south. Shiro made a smile that was closer to a grimace. “Let’s go.” He walked ahead of Mistokko. Scenarios of disaster plagued him for the rest of their journey.
~
No one bothered the two men as they walked through the stillness of a cool evening. The sun had firmed up the mud from the previous day and lights showed from all over the valley. Shiro looked at Sumi’s house. He no longer thought of it as Tishi’s for some reason. The White Rose Society had new leadership, for sure. Would anyone follow him across the sea to the north? They would have to deal with different people, customs, language and they even wrote differently.
A dim light, perhaps from one candle, illuminated the front of Ashiyo’s house. Shiro walked into the little courtyard and removed his shoes along with Mistokko and made his way to Ashiyo’s bedroom.
Shiro knocked and walked in. “Ashiyo!” he said quietly. But then he squinted. Two figures were huddled in Ashiyo’s bed. 
A light sprang up and a young woman sat up in a night robe along with younger appearing Ashiyo.
“What are you doing here!” she said.
The captain shook his head. “You were right. That’s her. It looks like we see two traitors in front of us.”
“Who’s a traitor?” said a voice from behind the two men.
Shiro turned to see Roniki standing behind him. “It all depends on how you define honor, isn’t it?” Shiro said. Shiro summoned a few balls of light.
“Your honor belongs to the Emperor, farmer,” Roniki said.
“Not for long,” Shiro said. “I’m leaving Roppon with Mistokko. You won’t have to worry about me any more.”
“I didn’t expect that reaction Shiro,” Ashiyo said. “I was prepared to fight.” He lifted up a sword on the other side of his pallet.
“How hard, Ashiyo. It seems you fight for whatever side pays you the most attention.” Shiro now understood Ashiyo’s motivations. The man let others lead him. Whoever led the strongest, received his allegiance. Once Sumi took over, Ashiyo went back to being a good Imperial subject. 
Despondency had instantly replaced anger as he recognized Sumi as Ashiyo’s bed partner. How long had that relationship been going on? Probably at least as long as her tryst with Mistokko. 
“So much for the memory of Shiuki, Ashiyo?”
The older man turned red and threw some clothes around him. Shiro didn’t really care what Sumi did or did not wear. 
“Why don’t we sit down and come to some kind of terms,” Shiro said. “We don’t need hatred or harshness.” Shiro squinted at Roniki. 
“How did you pass our wards?” Roniki said.
Shiro snorted. “I’ll tell you when we finish talking about the fate of the White Rose Society. Play me false or you will die, Roniki. But that wouldn’t help either of us would it?”
Roniki narrowed his eyes and folded his arms. “What position are you in to dictate terms?”
Shiro had to restrain Mistokko. “I’ll show you terms,” Mistokko said as he instinctively grabbed at a sword that wasn’t there. Shiro’s was hidden by a spell.
“Let’s sit in the library and have a civilized discussion. I’d like Tishi and Chika to join us, if you don’t mind,” Shiro said.
“I hadn’t expected such civility, Shiro,” Sumi said. She glared at Ashiyo. “Find them and bring them here.” 
Ashiyo winced at her command and then bowed to her and fled from the room before he had properly tied his robe. 
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
~
“WHY DO YOU BRING US HERE? And who are these people?” Tishi said, glaring at Sumi with open hostility.
“You were never really part of the White Rose,” Sumi said, lifting her chin, as Chika walked in with Ashiyo. 
“You come from the Guild!” Chika said, looking at Roniki.
“Sit, Chika. The White Rose Society is now under the thumb of the Guild, like it or not,” Shiro said. “We are going to talk about what will happen going forward.”
Sumi puffed out her chest. “It’s time your arrogance came to an end, Shiro. Your rebellious attitude has been suffocating.”
“And how many of your sisters did I save from death at the hand of…” Shiro glanced at Chika and then back at Sumi, “the hands of the lords of Sekkoro and Udishi?”
“Not all,” Ashiyo said, with a hint of sorrow in his voice. Shiro hoped that those emotions had been genuine.
Shiro shook his head. “No, not all, but there were plenty that we rescued.”
“I concur,” Roniki said. “An unfortunate circumstance. The Guild did not press for the destruction of the White Rose Society on South Isle. Our influence may be great from the Guildhouse in Boriako, but the Lord Sekkoro worked with the local Guildmaster. They both died in the flames that consumed the castle. A pity.”
Shiro wondered where Roniki headed with this. It didn’t seem like the facts he knew to be true lined up properly.
“So you didn’t sponsor the deaths of women?”
Roniki shook his head. “Our influence isn’t as strong as you might surmise in all guildhouses. We act as an agent between the aristocracy and the bureaucracy and that’s about it. A sorcerer with too much vision and talent may get in the way of how we’ve kept Roppon stable for centuries. You are such a man and because of that we tried to kill you.” Roniki reddened a bit and cleared his throat. Evidently he struggled with his temper. “We remove such men from the Guild. Those that wish to use the Guild to their own ends, within the rules, we let do so.”
“Remove means cull, you mean?”
“It’s a concept that works, except we cull the exceptional, as well as the mundane. We have maintained equilibrium for well over a thousand years. Mistokko,” he raised his chin towards the captain, “Captain Mistokko learned to mostly stay on his boat. When you became too strong here in this little valley, Sumi teleported to Boriako and we came up with our little plan to capture and kill you. Teleporting is a well-kept secret in the Guild. Equilibrium must be maintained at all costs.”
“Didn’t work,” Mistokko said.
“If it wasn’t for his sword—” Sumi said.
Roniki cut her off with a glare. “Even without the sword, he would have accomplished all you’ve seen. Shiro is a remarkable man.” He turned to Shiro. “We shouldn’t have listened to Ashiyo when we had the chance to kill you in Sekkoro. The prison island couldn’t hold you and now…”
Shiro could sense other sorcerers’ wards being laid down around the outside of the room as they talked.
“I’m leaving Roppon. I’ll take whoever wishes to join me. We will be heading to Besseti. The stone will be gone from the isles, which I am sure you will support.”
“I’ll go with you,” Tishi said, her face grim.
Roniki nodded and smiled. “I don’t care who you include.”
“And I will take whoever will follow me of the guard. It’s obvious the White Rose Society have nothing to fear from the Guild.”
“Correct. However I would amend your plan just a bit. I won’t let you leave the room.” Roniki said.
“Because of the wards?” Shiro said. He rose from where he sat and walked to the door. Mentally he shifted the wards from around the door and slid it open. “Is this what you wished to see?”
Roniki’s eyes grew. “You shouldn’t be able to do that.”
“Never say shouldn’t, Roniki. You continue to underestimate me, for some reason.” He pulled his sword out, revealing it to all of them. “I could have killed all of those who have just betrayed me, for it was a personal betrayal. I still can.” Shiro stepped back in and let the wards return to cover the open door. “No one will be able to enter.”
“Why don’t you kill Ashiyo, first? He’s quite practiced at betrayal.” Roniki said. “I’ve never supported you.”
“I made sure you weren’t killed,” Ashiyo said, pleading with Shiro. “I didn’t support them killing you in Boriako.”
Shiro raised his eyebrow. “But you let me go. The warded cell might have killed me had I not overheard Yushidon talking to Mistokko. I knew it for a trap, and it didn’t work. I saved my friend, but the savor of working with the White Rose Society had already been lost in the Guildhouse when I learned of the treachery here.” He looked at Sumi. “I have no desire to work with a woman who holds no regard for me.”
“And you think I do?” Chika said.
“I wasn’t talking about you.” Shiro’s heart flipped. Not her too. Perhaps only Mistokko, Tishi and he would leave for Hoksaka.
Chika smiled. “I do. You’d miss the myriad ways I make you blush.”
He exhaled. “I would miss them very much indeed.” He turned to Roniki. “Are we going to have to fight our way out of here? You’d be the first to go and then Sumi.”
Roniki raised both of his hands. His eyes had been glued to the Sunstone Sword as long as it stayed in Shiro’s grasp until he moved his eyes towards the door. Shiro turned to see the anxious eyes of sorcerers peeking around the door. Shiro immediately put up a spell shield as flames cascaded over him.
Sumi took a step back and gasped. Ashiyo stood ashen faced, batting at a sleeve of his robe that caught a fringe of the fire. Mistokko, standing next to Roniki, rolled away on the matted floor. Chika drew her sword. Shiro lunged and batted her sword away.
Shiro glared at Roniki, who glared back. “I have you at a disadvantage, but regardless, you are the man without honor.” He looked at Chika, mouthed the word, ‘mine’ and then beheaded the sorcerer.
“Please don’t kill me!” Sumi knelt down, her forehead pressed hard to the mat. 
Shiro turned to the sorcerers. “If I see you after I’m finished here, you will join your master. You are standing amongst a great many people with power.”  He stepped towards them as they winked out. He turned to Ashiyo, pressing his sword to the man’s chest, drawing a bead of blood and extending it a hand’s breadth.
“Consider yourself marked with my sword. Let that scar remind you that you did not share Roniki’s fate. The man hated me from the start. As I said he has no honor. Who knows, you might still have some.”
Shiro looked down at Sumi. “Rise.”
She stood on her feet and refused to meet Shiro’s gaze. She shivered. Shiro couldn’t tell if she acted afraid or if she really was. It didn’t matter. “You will remain behind. I have no desire to help the White Rose Society any longer. Just promise me to keep the women safe. I hope Roniki spoke the truth.”
Sumi’s shaking abruptly stopped. “He did. I’ve been working with the Guild for years.”
Mistokko advanced on the woman with tightened fists. Shiro tapped him back with the flat of his sword. 
“Someone has to take care of these women and if the Guild accepts responsibility, that will be so much better than some petty lord.” He glanced at Chika who nodded back.
“Sit, all of you. We won’t have much time before we leave.” Shiro sat back down, his back ramrod straight. His path laid out for him by circumstances that he finally controlled. It felt right somehow. “I will take as many as wish to follow me into Besseti. The lords fight each other and we will be a company of warrior-sorcerers, men and women, who will fight until we can find a proper place to live without the Emperor and his bureaucracy, the Guild or the petty lords. We will travel on Mistokko’s ship, north across the Middle Ocean as exiles, but free people.”
“Mercenaries,” Sumi spat.
“Better a mercenary than a Guild lapdog,” Chika said. Shiro no longer worried about her not coming.
“Ashiyo,” Shiro looked at his erstwhile friend. “You will not be allowed to come. You play your own games and that makes you a liability to the safety of my band. There are some books that I will appropriate. You never used them anyway.”
The man’s color returned and he laughed. “I would follow you and when the crisis came, I’m afraid, I would let you down.” At least Ashiyo spoke the truth.
“We leave as soon as we can gather those who wish to join us. We’ll take only what each of us can carry. I hope there are enough of us to make the journey worthwhile. I have one more trip to make,” Shiro said.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
~
SHIRO PUSHED THE WARDS ASIDE THE LITTLE DOOR once more. He slipped into the Boriako guild house. The courtyards of the guild were filled with sorcerers this time. 
He walked right past sorcerers and apprentices both, who bowed to him as he passed. Shiro knew the way and soon found himself outside Yushidon’s door. He knocked.
“You may enter,” Yushidon said. The guild master rose. “Roniki, is the matter of the White Roses at an end?” The guild master sat back down on his low chair.
Shiro knelt and gave a bow to Yushidon. “It is resolved. We won’t have to worry about Shiro again.”
The guild master’s face turned white. “Shiro. You have Shiro’s voice.”
“Indeed I do.” Shiro let the disguise fall. “Roniki is dead by my hand. I gave him a graceful out and he refused. I hope you won’t be so inflexible.”
Shiro noticed the sheen of sweat on Yushidon’s forehead. He raised his hand. “Don’t teleport out of your office. There is no need. I have no designs of revenge on you. Roniki tried to kill me.” Shiro wished he could go on about the man, but he restrained himself. “I will take those among the White Rose who wish to follow me into exile and sail to Besseti. We will become a company of mercenaries in that land, never to return to Roppon. You won’t have to worry about me upsetting the bureaucracy or the nobility.”
Yushidon relaxed. “I suppose you seek my blessing? You won’t get it.”
“I merely thought it prudent to inform you. I don’t want the remainder of the White Rose Society to be treated like they were in Sekkoro.”
“Neither do I.” Yushidon said. “We are, at least, together on that point. What do I get in return for letting you go?”
Here was the bargain that Shiro hoped to hear. Now he could make a few conditions. He materialized the Sunstone sword. Yushidon jerked back.
“This is the true Sunstone sword. If you heard about it, here it is. Would you like to hold it? I will want it back.”
Yushidon took a deep breath. “I’ll not touch it.”
“I will take this with me and it will not return to Roppon soil. I’m not sure of all that the stone does, but it will disrupt society.”
The guild master laughed. “Few know its power. It might have had the nickname of ‘truthstone’ in the old days. Any two people who touch the stone at the same time can see into the other’s mind and discern if they speak the truth or not. The first Ropponi ruler had no problem using it, but after a single generation, the person who learned the truth also gave up his own motivations to the other person. In our society, one must keep their secrets.”
Shiro slumped. So that was it. Ropponi society was built on the desire to deceive. “I have nothing to hide.”
“Then take it. Leave us. Should you ever need to contact us, don’t return to Roppon, but send a message through your friend Mistokko. He is useful, from time to time.” Yushidon raised his hand. “Don’t worry about him. Roniki only had him captured as bait for you. Please leave me. The fewer that see you on the guild’s grounds, the better.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
~
CHIKA SMILED AS THE SPRING WIND WHIPPED the strands of long black hair that remained unbound. “That is our new home.” 
Shiro stood by her at the rail of theWicked Windand wondered where they would all end up. He looked back at the overflow of the three hundred and eleven people who followed him out of Roppon. Not all of them fit below and they all took turns living on the deck. Most were sorcerers, but they were all about to be warriors and they were about to invade a land that held relatively few with power. 
Shiro had had enough of language lessons, for now. All of them worked diligently to learn basic phrases of the continent they were about to adopt as their own. 
“You do know that I will show you a good time before our group settles down, Chika,” Shiro said.
“I’m sure you are always up for a good time,” she said, making Shiro smile as usual. What would his future life have been without her to so easily put him in his place?
“Perhaps Mistokko knows how far we are from Grianne.” He patted her on her forearm and went back to the steering platform. He glided up and walked over to Mistokko, who held a navigation instrument to his eye.
“We follow the coast for two days, maybe three,” Mistokko said before Shiro had the opportunity to ask. “How did I know what your question would be? Experience. It happens nearly every voyage when land is sighted. Children behave no differently.” He laughed at Shiro and made a notation on a scroll stick and slid it into a slatted scroll. “Up for a little sparring? I don’t know when I’ll see you again.”
“I still can’t talk you and your crew into coming with us?”
“I’m coming,” Shinku said, looking up from a map, held down by clamps on a fixed table, as he held on to the steering levers.
“Excluding you,” Shiro said. His tormentor on his very first voyage, alone, had pleaded with him to join. Shinku had little Affinity and might not have any on Besseti with the nexus points so deep in the ground.
“I am invaluable. I can guide you by the stars.”
“They are different in the north,” Mistokko said. “How many times do I have to tell you?”
“I’ll learn the new ones,” Shinku said.
“That will be good enough,” Shiro said. The three of them had bantered like this for most of the voyage.
Mistokko looked up at the rigging and sighed. “If only I didn’t love theWicked Wind so much,” he said. “You know the ports that I use. Find me, and maybe by then my mind will change.”
Mistokko drew his blade. Shiro did the same and the ship went silent as it always did when the pair fought. Shinku secured the steering lever and used a rope to leave the platform to the sparring partners.
“Ready?” Mistokko said as he had already made the most of a lunge. He quickly recovered and now advanced, his blade swinging for Shiro’s head.
Shiro merely grinned and slipped to the side, tapping the side of Mistokko’s chest with the flat of his blade. Both men laughed, followed by nervous laughter from their audience.
~
The feel of Besseti, Besseth in the language of the continent, took some getting used to. Shiro walked the cobbled streets of Grianne. With nearly three hundred fellow Ropponis to quarter, he had to rely on renting out a farmer’s field. The man probably made more doing that than planting crops, which he still could do as soon as they left. 
Shiro met with his two closest councilors, Chika and Tishi.
“We will have to organize in a military fashion,” Shiro said. “Do we have anyone amongst us that has that kind of experience?”
“I do,” Tishi said. She smiled and waved her hand dramatically. Suddenly, a man now sat in the place of the woman. “Tishiaki at your service. Former sorcerer and commander of the armies of Hirodo, Lord of Norida.”
Chika blinked many times. “You were Tishi? I’ve heard of Tishiaki. It seems that there was a woman involved who committed suicide and Tishiaki followed her in death. But he didn’t, did he?”
All along, Shiro had thought Tishi had made her appearance different to hide her age like others did. It wasn’t a strong woman that hid behind the occluded disguise. Tishiaki didn’t stand as tall as Chika, but he was broad.
Tishiaki laughed. “Living among all of those women…” He shook his head. “I think Sumi had an inkling that something wasn’t right with me. How right she was. Now, on Besseti—”
“Besseth,” Shiro corrected.
“I can resume my old identity. Most of our warriors are women, but you don’t have to tell them where I came from. I materialized here in Grianne. It’s the truth, you know.” Tishiaki grinned, unlike Ashiyo, who had the air of a cynic. Tishiaki continued on in the direct manner that defined Tishi. “I can order the camp, and between Chika and I, we can divide the troops into companies and squads and five squads of seven to a company. Four companies to a combat group. That leaves us with twenty or thirty for logistics and cooking.”
“Sounds good to me. You’ve been thinking about this?” Shiro said.
“I have. Chika and I have been discussing organizational strategy all the way from the valley. We mix up the warriors and the sorcerers. I’ve often thought of what an integrated unit might be like with many more sorcerers than warriors,” Tishiaki said. “Chika agrees that we can teach tactics to bring out the best of both.”
Shiro turned to Chika.
“Jealous that we got together?” She smiled and put her hand on Tishiaki’s left wrist. “Shiro, I want you to know that Tishiaki has seen more of me than you have.” It was obvious that Chika had no issues with the new command structure and he knew that meant the both of them had spent time together plotting against him.
“Good for the both of you. I guess that you didn’t know about Tishiaki’s identity any more than I did. Now I might be… or Tishiaki might be jealous of me.”
“I can’t think what of,” Chika said.
“Neither can I,” Tishiaki said, “young woman.” 
Chika reddened a bit at the quick put-down and that made Shiro smile. Tishiaki’s hair now just showed wisps of gray. He hoped that Tishiaki’s integrity was the same as Tishi’s. Shiro wondered about trust, but if he trusted Tishi enough to run the entire White Rose Society, why couldn’t he trust Tishiaki?
“Then let’s get the camp organized. I’ll leave it to you two, since I already have, it seems. Pick your company commanders and squad leaders. I’m taking Shinku into Grianne proper and make contact with the person who showed interest in hiring us. He speaks the language here better than the rest of us. Doesn’t he, Tishiaki?”
The older man raised both of his hands defensively. “I only know what few phrases I learned on the boat.”
“Ship,” Shiro said. “Mistokko is captain of a ship.”
Tishiaki only nodded and smiled.
~
The food seemed so heavy. Shiro had never eaten so much meat with his meals before. He longed for the rice and fresh vegetables of his home, but he’d have to get used to it all. So would the rest of his people. Pipe smoke filled the tavern, making Shiro’s eyes water. 
“Why do they burn the leaves of that plant?” Shiro said just as Shinku pulled out a pipe of his own. He groaned. “Not you, too.”
“It’s cheap in Besseth, that’s why. Only lords in Roppon do this. I can sit here and smoke and dream that I’m a nobleman.”
“The air doesn’t smell so noble and it’s not just from the smoke,” Shiro said. The people of Besseth didn’t seem to bathe as often as the Ropponi, either.
“Get used to it,” Shinku said. He put on a white Ropponi cloth hat. “This is the signal for our contact. I thought it would be a good idea to get some food in our bellies, first.”
Shiro had to agree with the sailor. They didn’t have to wait long until a man, wrapped in a cloak sat at their table. 
“Are you from the Ropponi ship?”
Shiro nodded. Shinku translated and Shiro had heard the words correctly. He didn’t smile in front of the man, but he was pleased that some of the language had seeped into his skull.
“I have three hundred or so in my band. Sorcerers and warriors. We are a unique group and wish to be compensated adequately.”
The man rubbed a stubbled chin. The Besseti certainly had more facial hair and all were taller than his company. “I’ve been out to see your people. They look very disorganized. My people won’t pay top dollar for rabble.”
Shiro bristled at the man’s dismissive tone after Shinku translated. “They aren’t rabble. I just added a notable commander to my staff and we are re-ordering my people. We have to train to fight among the Besseti.”
“Bessethians,” Shinku corrected. 
“Bessethians, then. I also have a good feeling for what they are worth. The captain that brought us here instructed me about the relative value of your gold.”
The man rose from his chair. “I’ll make my offer after you’ve demonstrated your effectiveness. I’ll be out at your camp in one week. Then you better show me something astonishing. I’ll not be happy wasting my time traveling so far south.”
Shiro rose and bowed. “My name is Shiro of Koriaki. This is my translator, Shinku, formerly of theWicked Wind. I would like to know to whom I speak.”
The man’s eyebrows rose after Shinku translated. “I am Captain Harlance Beech of Duke Happly’s personal guard. That man in the dark corner over there is Peleor, the Emperor of Dakkor’s chief wizard. He will help assess the level of magic your people possess. I remind you that we will be at your camp in a week’s time. Do not bother to contact us before then.” He turned without any physical kind of acknowledgement. He whispered something to Peleor as the pair walked out of the inn. 
~
“I don’t trust them,” Shiro said when he had returned to the camp. “They didn’t even bow after our conference had ended.”
“Bessethians don’t bow,” Shinku said. “They shake hands like this.” Shinku took Chika’s hand and moved up and down. Shiro would have to see that in town in order to believe Shinku.
“The wizard, does he seem strong?” Tishiaki asked. “Can they teleport?”
“We won’t let him know we can do so. Mistokko warned us about the weaker Affinity on this continent. I want both of you to test your people’s talent. I know most of the sorcerers can teleport on Roppon, but they might not be able to do that here. That might be a good test of strength.”
Chika laughed. “We’ve already tested everyone. Two-thirds could teleport on Roppon, but less than half here. All but a few can levitate at least three feet above the ground and those who can, have been tested at throwing fire. The lower Affinity doesn’t seem to affect that ability. Capabilities have changed on Besseth and it affects our people in different ways. I seem unaffected.”
“Good,” Shiro said. “I don’t want any of our employers to know we can teleport. A little levitation, deflection and any other offensive spells should be adequate. Come up with a demonstration just enough to impress.”
Tishiaki bowed. “We will. What is your next step?”
“Shinku and I need to find a few native speakers who know some Ropponi and are willing to travel north with us. Our lack of language skills puts us at a deep disadvantage. It’s not that I don’t trust Shinku, but I’m not sure how much nuance is missed in translation. I know I have more studying to do. We also need to come up with some uniforms. I’ll leave that to you two, as well. Something simple. Perhaps red cloaks and gray clothes? We need to be distinctive, but not ostentatious. We are in a strange land, indeed. We’ll have to get used to their food and their habits. Every man has a pipe and smokes.” Shiro waved his hand in front of his face, dissipating pretend smoke. 
“Shinku and I will take a few of our logistical people and acquire supplies from this list.” Shiro rolled up the parchment. No scroll sticks in Besseth. “I’ll try to hire some people for cultural and language training.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
~
SHIRO EMERGED FROM THE TENT he shared with Shinku and looked out at the re-organized camp. The tents were arranged so that a squad’s tents circled a cooking fire and wider streets separated the companies. In the middle of the grounds, Tishiaki had created a large training yard. Smaller training yards were cleared outside the camp proper. It looked more orderly than the hodgepodge that Chika had permitted in the valley of the White Rose.
He expected Captain Beech at any time. He had learned that the second names of Bessethians were surnames rather than locations like on Roppon. He heard the sound of horses and turned to see the two men riding from the track that led to the road bordering the farm and their camp and summoned on of the locals to translate. He kept Shinku by his side to make sure the translations were correct.
“Shiro Koriaki,” Beech said. “You weren’t properly introduced to Peleor.”
Both men dismounted. Shiro bowed once to each of them. Peleor stuck his hand out and Shiro took it as Shinku had instructed. He felt a thread of power emanate from the man, but threw up a shield. Perhaps the sorcerer tried to assess his power. Shiro hadn’t heard of such a thing before, since the Guild used magic globes to assess Affinity potential. Peleor’s eyebrows rose as he slipped the shield into place.
“I would not think it polite to assess another sorcerer without permission,” Shiro said.
Peleor cleared his throat and said, “Our practices are not the same.”
Shiro didn’t know if it was an apology or not. “Our sorcerers have varying talents and capabilities. If you wish to assess, please ask them. I will not grant you permission to examine me,” Shiro said. He wouldn’t let this man know of his powers nor would he test him with the Sunstone.
“Of course. I will ask. I can sense that there are many sorcerers in our midst.”
“Seven out of ten have some Affinity.”
“That many?” Beech said, as he looked around the camp. “That’s over two hundred battle mages. I had no idea.”
“Indeed,” Peleor corrected. “On Roppon, their approach to magic is more benign than on Besseth and Dakkor. There are few battle mages on their isles.”
Shiro didn’t catch all that Peleor said and asked Shinku for a translation. “Perhaps,” he said, “I’m not experienced in the ways of other continents.”
“But do you know how to fight?” Beech said.
“We do with our power and with our weapons,” Shiro said, needed no translation for the question.
“Your language has improved.”
Shiro grimaced. “Not without a great deal of study this week,” he said. “I will understand more in the coming weeks. So will my people. I have hired townspeople to teach us more of your language.”
“Don’t bother,” Beech said. “We don’t want them too smart do we?” The man chuckled as he glanced at Peleor.
Shinku translated. Shiro didn’t quite understand the nuance at first and then it sunk in that the Captain wanted his people as ignorant as possible. His level of trust of the man plummeted, but for now, they needed time to get acclimated and learn as much as they could. The Red Roses were mercenaries after all.
“What do you call your company?” Peleor said.
“We are the Band of the Red Rose.” Shiro said, making up the name as he looked upon a passing squad dressed in their newly crafted dark red cloaks. They still wore the clothes they brought from Roppon underneath.
“Not quite an army, eh? Well let’s see what they are.”
Shiro lifted his chin and raised his right finger. Tishiaki and Chika joined them.
“These are my two group commanders, Tishiaki, formerly Commander of the Hirodo Armed Forces and Chika, formerly of Lord Udishi’s guard. This is Captain Harlance Beech in the service of Duke Happly and Sorcerer Peleor from the Dakkoran Empire.”
Beech eyed Chika up a down like a piece of meat. The Captain was nearly a head taller than she and only a few of their forces had men approaching Beech’s height. “I’d cross swords with her any day.”
“You’d lose,” Shiro said. “She’s a powerful swordsman and expert with a staff as well.”
Chika rose a foot into the air so she could look down at Beech, who backed up a step. “Perhaps we will some day get that opportunity,” she said and glided back down.
“I wouldn’t underestimate any of the Red Rose’s, Captain,” Peleor said and turned to Shiro. “You’ll have to teach me that trick.”
Chika merely nodded. Shiro would rather not teach any techniques to Peleor. He didn’t trust either of the men.
“Tishiaki, would you escort our guests to the parade ground and our demonstration?”
Shiro let them go, standing with Chika and Shinku, watching their retreating backs.
“Reminds me of my father’s men,” Chika said.
“Peleor will make the decision, not Beech. We will have to find out what influence the Dakkoran emperor has on Besseth. Mistokko gave me the impression that the Dakkoran’s hadn’t meddled with Bessethian affairs, but I think otherwise.”
Chika kicked at the dirt beneath her feet. “I don’t trust either of them.”  
Shiro turned to his sailor. “What do you think Shinku? Could you go into town, while these men are here and get a feel for what is happening? Whose side on Besseth is Duke Happly on? There isn’t an emperor on Besseth, just a bunch of independent countries. Mistokko thought we could always find someone willing to hire us since there are incessant border disputes and the wars never last very long.”
“Willingly. I’ll need some money,” Shinku said. 
Shiro took out his purse and plunked out a gold piece. “That will even buy you a room in Grianne should you be physically unable to return tonight.”
Shinku quickly left them, grinning.
“What do you think he will find?” Chika said as her eyes followed Shinku’s retreat from the camp.
“Maybe nothing, but I sense a lot of conflict stirring about and I need more perspective.”
Chika said, “You don’t have it all figured out, do you?  Are we making a mistake?”
“I only wish I knew.” Shiro patted Chika on the shoulder. “It’s time we joined Tishiaki and our guests.”
The six best squads just finished the marching steps Tishiaki taught them. Shiro thought they looked sharp, but then he couldn’t judge. His few days working with the Sekkoro palace guard never included one day of marching drill. Shiro had sufficient confidence in his swordsmanship and use of other weapons, but he’d never marched.
“Now I’d like to see the two commanders fight,” Beech said. 
Tishiaki’s face turned red. “I cannot meet your request,” he said. “An old war wound to my shoulder. I cannot swing a sword or plow a field,” he glanced at Shiro. 
Shiro glanced at Tishiaki and discovered the fuzzy border running down his right arm. So that’s why Tishiaki became Tishi. He’d never noticed what Tishiaki did with his right arm, but something was wrong with it.
“How can you lead your unit into battle?”
Tishiaki had no reply, but Shiro spoke up. “I can do so.”
“You can fight me, then,” the Captain said. “I’ve never fought a Ropponi blade before.”
Shiro didn’t dare show Peleor the Sunstone Sword. “Tishiaki? Can I use yours? I left my own sword in the tent.”
Tishiaki pulled his sword and sheath out of his sash with his left hand. Did he even have a right? Shiro drew the blade and examined the edge. Tishiaki had brought a very expensive, well-made sword across the Middle Sea with him. Shiro tested the weight. A little light compared to the Sunstone Sword, but Shiro learned on his father’s Ropponi-style weapon. 
Beech pulled out his own blade. Even the grinding sound as it left its sheath sounded heavy and ponderous. Beech waved it around a bit. Perhaps all of the Bessethian weapons were built this way. He’d have to adjust his tactics. A blade-to-blade parry might damage Tishiaki’s sword. He would have to use just a bit of power in the match. That might even impress Peleor, if he kept it to a minimum.
After a few moments of limbering exercises, not quite forms practice, but enough to get his blood flowing and his mind in tune with his weapon, Shiro stepped into the open area. He waited as Peleor whispered into Beech’s ear.
“No blood?” Shiro said.
Beech nodded, but said, “Unless it’s inadvertent, of course.”
“Of course. How do you start a sparring match such as this in Besseth?” Shiro said. “In Roppon, we bow to each other and then pause in a martial pose.”
“I can bow, but I don’t pose,” Beech said. The man could not wipe the grin off of his face.
Shiro bowed to Beech and struck a defensive pose. His opponent laughed, a barely concealed sneer and then he struck out with a blow designed to knock off Shiro’s head. The man moved so slowly that Shiro easily dodged the blow and ignored the opportunity to strike first with the large opening that Beech presented.
The man frowned. Evidently he had some counter-move planned if Shiro had struck. They traded thrusts and parries. Shiro used the flat of his blade a number of times to change the path of Beech’s sword, but just enough. 
Shiro backed up to take a breath and he found his feet sliding towards Beech. He glanced at Peleor and could feel power coming from the Dakkoran sorcerer. The two worked together to hurt him. Shiro was able to fight against the pull by moving to the side as the power drove him forward. Beech sliced down where Shiro should have stood. So the two men would rather deal with Chika or Tishiaki and fought to end his life.
“That was much too close. I think we have measured each other’s capabilities sufficiently.” Shiro stood up, but Beech wouldn’t stand for it. Shiro didn’t want to use power in the match, but he didn’t have a choice. 
The pull began again. Shiro slammed his magical shield down, relieved that the pulling stopped and levitated over Beech’s head as quickly as he could and pointed his sword into Beech’s back before the man could turn around. He could have teleported, but he didn’t want Peleor to know they could do that.
“What?” Beech could only look puzzled as Shiro levitated again and poked his sword into Beech’s side.
“I’d rather not do it again and slice your neck, Captain,” Shiro said. “It’s evident that no blood means something different in your language than it does in mine.” He looked pointedly at Peleor. “A fair enough match, don’t you think, sorcerer?”
The pulling ceased. Shiro noted a sheen on Peleor’s brow. “My title is Wizard, actually, and I believe you are correct. A cultural misunderstanding. I think we have seen enough. Tomorrow at the inn where we met and we will negotiate our terms and give you your marching orders.” Peleor gazed at Beech, who looked more shocked than anything as he put on his cloak.
“Tomorrow, Ropponi.” Beech said. His voice was anything but friendly.
Chika walked the two men to their horses as Shiro handed Tishiaki’s sword back to him. The man accepted it in his right hand, but the point immediately dropped to the ground.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Shiro said.
“About this?” Tishiaki raised his right hand. “You wouldn’t have given me command. I can use it, but I can’t lift much more than a pot of water or a large jug of wine.”
Shiro put his hand on the man’s left shoulder. “I’ve seen you in action, Tishiaki. You command because of your mind and experience. You also have sufficient power that you don’t even need to use a weapon.”
“I…  I’m sorry. I’m one of those who are diminished on Besseth. I cannot even teleport.”
“Nothing to be sorry for. We are a unit. You know that and you know that we will fight for each other and together as brothers and sisters. We all have strengths and weaknesses. I’ve shown that often enough. I don’t have the experience being a war leader and I can do some dumb things.”
Tishiaki sighed. “We all do dumb things. Don’t minimize your impact as a leader. I’d follow you anywhere, Shiro, but I’m not too happy about following them.” 
Shiro turned and saw their two mounted visitors vanish around a bend in the road. He shook his head. “Peleor isn’t even discreet about his power. I’ll bet my quick shield and levitation twisted his guts.”
“It twisted mine. I’ve never seen that used in battle before. You can levitate nearly as quickly as teleporting.”
“A new skill, I guess. I’ve shifted side to side before, but never like I did today. See how many of our warrior-sorcerers can do it. If nothing else it will provide some shock value.” Shiro laughed.
“More than that,” Tishiaki said as he levitated over Shiro’s head. “I know I can speed that up. Just remember that you can’t put much power behind your thrust.” He looked towards where Beech and the wizard had disappeared. “Still, I don’t trust them.”
“Where else will we go? Our people still need to learn the language. I spent most of a week learning what I did and I still didn’t understand all that they said. We need to understand the nuances of the culture. I do know for sure that the ‘no blood’ condition was no misunderstanding. They wanted me dead so they could negotiate with a newer, cowed leader. That won’t happen now,” Shiro said.
“No it won’t. We won’t head north to Happly with our eyes closed. We treat everyone as an enemy, even our employer, until proven otherwise. Right?”
Shiro smiled. “With your help. You’ve got more seasoned eyes than I do, so I’ll need them as we navigate our way in our new land. With the sorcerers and the bureaucracy, there was a certain predictability in Roppon. I surmise that there is little predictable in this strange land. The troops performed very well today. I suppose you teach them all to do that so they will follow orders?”
Tishiaki nodded. 
“But our own tactics need to be based on unpredictability. Our enemies might behave oddly politically, but I would guess that their armies would act much the same as ours do. We’ll need to be versatile. Without my power, my blood would be soaking the practice ground. It is our advantage, remember that.”
“I’ll not forget it now,” Tishiaki said. He levitated, more quickly this time, and pinched Shiro’s side. “I don’t need my right hand for this.”
Shiro grinned. “Indeed you don’t. Practice. See? You can lead your troops into battle.”
“I will.” He slammed his right fist over his heart and quickly showed Shiro a multi-pronged metal shape that sprouted from a leather cover over the end of his right arm. Tishiaki’s power probably activated the prongs. He winked and let Shiro bow in return.
What a revelation!  Shiro thought as he made his way back to his tent. Those prongs could hold some things, but he remembered the sword’s point dropping to the ground. He wondered how much power Tishiaki had to use to appear to have normal use of his hands. No wonder he took the guise of a woman. The physical expectations would be less. He thought he might have lost Tishiaki at the practice ground if he hadn’t stepped in.
But then his thoughts turned to Beech and the wizard, Peleor. Whatever terms they desired, Shiro wouldn’t agree to more than a year. If they didn’t immediately go to war, perhaps it would be a one-year paid education. At the end, he’d know Besseth better and perhaps find the right place for his force. For that time, he would drill into the entire band that they would be living within a bed of snakes. 
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
~
ALL IN ALL, THE DAY HADN’T GONE SO POORLY. Beech and Peleor were revealed as dishonorable men. Tishiaki wouldn’t be hiding his infirmity any longer. He could lead his forces with less distraction. They didn’t even have to reveal some of their secrets. The two Bessethians didn’t know about disguises or that they could teleport and Peleor didn’t lay his eyes on the Sunstone. 
Shiro thought he’d walk with the local translators into Grianne and check up on Shinku. They made him speak in the Bessethian tongue the entire way into town. When they parted company Shiro thanked them for the opportunity to be an object of their laughter. He proudly said that in Bessethian. He turned into the street that housed the same tavern where he met Captain Harlance Beech.
He walked up to the inn and heard groaning in an alleyway. “Shinku?”
A louder groan came from the darkness. Shiro produced a globe of light and saw Shinku lying in a broken heap. Blood pooled beneath him. It didn’t take him more than the blink of an eye to grab his shoulder and teleport back to the camp.
“Tishiaki!” Shiro yelled as soon as he could. “Help!”
Soldiers soon surrounded them. “Help me take him into the tent,” Shiro said. He reached back for his healer knowledge and began to gingerly diagnose Shinku’s injuries. The man could only croak when he tried to speak. He wheezed terribly, fighting for every breath. Shiro looked at his throat. Someone had crushed his windpipe. Shiro used his magic to strengthen the tissues of Shinku’s throat. 
Tishiaki ran in. “What happened?”
“I found him dumped in the alley beside a tavern. We teleported as soon as I knew it was Shinku. I haven’t done a complete examination of him, but I have strengthened his throat, so he can breathe.”
“Broken feet. A broken knee.” Tishiaki said. 
Shiro found soft spots on his skull where someone had battered his head. “What a mess.” Shiro went to work, shoring up the man’s skull. 
“I need some food,” Shinku mumbled.
“His jaw is broken,” Tishiaki said. 
“We will be here all night working on him. I need something to keep my energy up.” 
Shiro left the tent to find something to eat.
“I don’t see him lasting the night.” Tishiaki said, as he came up beside Shiro.
“Shinku’s made of stern stuff,” Shiro said. He actually agreed with Tishiaki, but Shinku could probably hear them talk. A Red Rose gave a skin of wine to Shiro. Then he went back into the tent. 
Once he finished on the man’s head, the healer leaned over and spoke softly in Shinku’s ear. “Who did this?”
“Ropponi. I tried to fight them off, but I couldn’t. They beat me with sticks and called me a traitor.”
Shiro shook his head. He shouldn’t have let Shinku go into town alone. Here he thought he gave the man a night of fun, but sticks. In Roppon, only the worse traitors were beaten to death with sticks, not good enough to soil the steel of a proper sword.
Shinku raised an arm, his hand showed broken fingers. What kind of pain must he endure? “I’m sorry.” His chest shuddered as he groaned one last time and died.
A country of snakes? No. Ropponi did this. He doubted the tradition of stick beating existed on Besseth. 
“Ropponi.” Shiro said as Chika stepped into the tent. “The Guild sent assassins to Grianne and they killed Shinku with sticks.” Shiro ground his teeth in anger and felt a shock of shame that he had let Shinku die such a painful, needless death.
“Let’s punish them,” Chika said, looking down at Shinku’s broken body.
Revenge never proved anything in Shiro’s personal philosophy, but punishment did. He easily rationalized Roniki’s death as such. 
“I’ll assemble our best squads.”
Shiro shook his head. “Chika and I work well together and we’ll take them out by ourselves, no matter how many there are.” Shinku had even left his sword behind, so Shiro took that as the instrument of justice and grabbed a staff. “Sword and staff, Chika. Run. We’ll teleport to the alley where I discovered him.” Shiro could hardly think, he felt so angry with himself and his anger warred with his grief. Shinku had pledged himself to the Red Rose and to him personally. Now he lay dead in his tent. Shiro desperately wanted to cry out in frustration and pain at the man’s loss. He had led the sailor to his death.
“Don’t blame yourself,” Tishiaki said, laying his hand on Shiro’s shoulder. “He isn’t the first nor will he be the last to die under your command. It always hurts, and let it do that, but a commander must command and you can’t do that feeling sorry for yourself. You reminded me of that earlier today. Mete out the justice those dogs deserve.”
Shiro put his hand on Tishiaki’s. “Thank you. We’ll get through this together. Put up a double watch. They might want to attack the camp.”
“Already ordered.”
Chika ran to his side and before anyone could say anything else, they stood in the alleyway. Shiro could still smell Shinku’s blood. “Disguise yourself as a Bessethian, but don’t do any talking. You’ll give us away more quickly than I will.” Shiro couldn’t help but smile, but that turned grim as they exited the alleyway. Both of them looked like the language tutors that Shiro had said farewell to little more than an hour before. It seemed much longer than that, but a deep blue still rimmed the western horizon.
They walked into the tavern and sat. “Rimmel. I thought you swore off drink,” a serving lady said.
Shiro had to talk. “My throat.” He pointed to his neck. “Water.” He grabbed the sleeve of the server. “Ropponi?”
“One of your clients, I think, had a run-in with them.”
Run-in? Shiro didn’t know what that meant, but maybe a fight. “Where go?”
“You might be wanting a healer, Rimmel. You sound awful.”
Shiro nodded. 
“They are staying two doors down. The Ram’s Foot. I’d have the keeper throw them out, the way they treated your man. I’ll be back with your water.”
Shiro shook his head and pointed to his throat. “Healer.”
They both nodded at each other and Chika helped Shiro out. Once they left the tavern, they walked down to a three-story inn. The sign had a picture of ram’s horn and a hoof. Shiro couldn’t understand the significance of the name. Bessethians!
“We will go in as Ropponi.”
Chika nodded, but Shiro put his hand on her arm. “Not ourselves.”
Shiro turned into Kinoru, his old Koriaki friend, and Chika, the cook, walked into the inn.
“Other Ropponi here?” Shiro said.
“There are ten of them up on the top floor. Two are hurt pretty badly. It seems they got into a fight and I’m glad it wasn’t here.”
“Thank you,” Shiro said as he climbed the stairs.
As they reached the third floor, they listened at all of the doors and heard Ropponi words coming from two of them. “At least Shinku took a few out. With only ten, it’s doubtful they’ll be attacking our camp. You stay in the hallway. It’s likely that they could be in rooms all along here. There’s likely a sorcerer with them, so don’t hesitate to use your power.”
If they were assassins, they’d all be proficient with weapons. Shiro stood at the door and heard moaning. He blasted the door down with a pulse of power and found four of the assassins. One lay on a bed, wrapped up in bandages and three sat on the floor ignoring Bessethian-style furniture. Shiro didn’t give them a chance to get up and slew them all before they rose.
He looked at the injured man. “You killed my friend. I will finish what he did not.” By the time he withdrew Shinku’s blade from the dead man’s chest, others stood at the door. He heard fighting on the other side. Shiro blasted a hole in the wall and began to bring them down. He gave them no mercy. They had given Shinku no mercy and he wouldn’t let their act pass unpunished.
The assassin’s had no answer to their shifting and power-enhanced moves. Eleven Ropponi lay dead at their feet. A door opened and Sumi quickly closed it. Shiro could feel a ward building on the door. He cut it to shreds with his power and entered the room. Sumi didn’t recognize him. Two other sorcerers backed up as Chika followed Shiro into the room.
“Don’t use your power. I am shielded. Ask Sumi.”
“He is Shiro in another guise!  Do as he says if you value your life!” she said.
“Guard the corridor.” Shiro said to Chika.
“What did you intend doing?”
Sumi’s look of shock receded as she lifted her chin. “We are here to kill you, Chika and Tishi, of course. Without leaders, the rest of the renegade White Rose guard will dissipate. Besseth itself will eliminate you all, in time.”
“That won’t happen now.” Shiro threw out his hand and squeezed. One of the sorcerers clutched his chest and collapsed on the floor. The other retreated against a wall.
“You aren’t supposed to be able to do that,” the remaining sorcerer said.
“Supposed to and can’t are two different things. Ashiyo knows how quickly I learn. Why are you here, Sumi?” Shiro said.
“We waited for one of your guards to arrive in town and executed him.”
“With sticks?”
“Oh, you noticed. You are quick,” Sumi said sarcastically. “Of course with sticks. You are traitors to the White Rose.”
“So you killed an innocent man because of your hatred?”
“None of you are innocent.” Sumi sniffed. 
“He was a sailor on the ship that brought us. He’s never set foot in the White Rose valley.”
“An honest mistake,” Sumi said with a shrug. She obviously didn’t fear him. She should have.
“You’re a dead man, anyway,” the sorcerer said. “Sumi has convinced us that you are too powerful to be trusted leading a force of sorcerers.”
“Yushidon knows of this?” Shiro said as he killed the sorcerer the same way he dispatched the other.
Sumi snorted. “He’s a fool. I demanded that he sink Mistokko’s ship, but he refused. I had to charm a few of his men to come with me across the sea.”
“Now it’s your turn,” Shiro said. 
“You promised not to kill me. I know you are a man driven by honor,” Sumi said, her face turning white.
Shiro threw a ward to keep her from teleporting. “I won’t kill you, but she will.”
“Who’s she?” Sumi said, with her eyes focused on Chika’s dripping blade. Shiro could see her struggling to teleport.
“You’ll never know,” Chika said as she slashed the woman’s throat, and then ran her sword through her heart to make sure she was dead.
Shiro teleported them back to the camp. He wobbled on his legs. The smell of blood on his saturated clothes made him sick and he retched next to his tent, tearing off everything he wore. The death he had meted out tore at him, even if it was punishment for Shinku’s murder. Chika stood over him as he leaned on his hands and knees and retched again. She left him and returned with a bucket of water and clean clothes. 
“Burn them.” Shiro said, pointing to the pile of bloody clothes. “I don’t want to wear them again.” He stood as he put on a robe. “How are you?” 
Chika smiled a bit pensively. “Not quite the kind of a good time I would have expected, but I’ll get through it. Sumi made the taking of life worth it.”
Shiro stood a little straighter. “I agree about her. I feel a bit better not having to worry about her leading the remnants of the White Rose Society. It shows you can’t trust anyone in Besseth or on the Roppon Isles.”
“You still don’t intend—”
“I do intend on filling our contract. We don’t know if Sumi had contacted our employers. I’d rather doubt it, since she came here to kill us. Still, we will have to assume our enemies know our secrets as we try to keep them.” Shiro shook his head. “I don’t even know if what I said makes any sense. Sumi’s hatred certainly didn’t.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
~
SHIRO HAD BEGUN TO WEAR A CONVENTIONAL Ropponi sword when they started north and kept the Sunstone sword shielded and hidden away. While they travelled north to Happly, Shiro continually worried about the security of the Sunstone when his unit would be immersed in the Happly army. While in Happly, he’d have to leave every thing out in the open. If the Dakkoran wizard even suspected that Shiro possessed the Sunstone sword, Peleor could order his tent searched multiple times just out of curiosity. He’d have to find a hiding spot for the Sunstone sword.
While still in the Red Kingdom, he left camp before dawn and walked to the west for a few miles. He found a pretty enough setting for a hiding place. A brook with a waterfall cascading down through a rock channel sat at one end of a small meadow littered with wildflowers. Behind the waterfall, a dry sandy ledge made an ideal hiding place. Shiro had already oiled the sword and sheath and wrapped them in oiled leather. He placed the sword behind the little falls and covered the sword with rocks that he had to levitate under the waterfall to cover the blade. No one would find it even if the brook ran dry. 
By the time he finished, the sun had begun to rise in the sky. Shiro committed the place to memory and teleported back to camp.
“Where did you go?” Chika asked. “We had people looking for you.”
“Just a stroll in the woods.” He wouldn’t tell anyone that he had disposed of the sword. He could retrieve it in minutes from anywhere on Besseth, if he had to.
He took similar strolls every other day for the next three weeks. No one would have any idea where the sword had been hidden, not even Chika or Tishiaki. 
He continued with his language lessons. Rimmel, the man he had impersonated, agreed to tutor them all while they traveled. In the month they took to travel to Happly, Chika, Tishiaki and Shiro could make themselves understood in Bessethian. Tishiaki could mimic the accent, something Chika and Shiro couldn’t do. However, Shiro learned to read the language better than the other two. He located sections in Ashiyo’s books written in Besseti, Zarroni and the dead language of the continent of Ayrtani. As he travelled, he constantly read or conversed, continually expanding his mind every day after a morning of training with his people. Every person could now fight, after Tishiaki’s relentless training. Most could speed up their movements with power, and a little more than half could levitate fast enough to give them an advantage in a fight. 
Everyone’s power continued to mostly diminish. The lines of Affinity in Besseth ran deep into the earth and one’s proximity to the nexus affected their powers. Shiro couldn’t tell the difference other than taking a little longer to recharge. So it was with the more powerful among them. The reduced Affinity affected his band differently. Some could transport, but not levitate quickly, while others could levitate quickly, but not transport. All of those with power could still enhance their fighting strength and speed, since Shiro taught them to only use sips of their power.
The three of them agreed that the Red Roses were more formidable with their new techniques and new training than they would have been on Roppon. His force had, by necessity, learned to balance sorcery and martial arts as no other unit ever had.
They finally arrived in Happly Keep. The city that bore the name of its castle couldn’t be drearier. Whoever built the castle used dark stone and it lent a depressing presence to the city. The only positive thing was the thick forest that covered most of the duchy. The people had to carve out fields and villages. Shiro loved the natural feeling to the place as he left Happly town. 
Beech assigned them to a recently cleared undersized camp to the east of the town. They all toiled in making their area larger to accommodate them all.  The side benefit was they could use the trees they felled to make more permanent dwellings. Tishiaki sent out hunters to augment the meager rations the duke supplied. Part of the terms included food, but the duke seemed to have a distorted view of what it took to sustain human life.
Within a month, Shiro had already counted five searches of his tent. He heard complaints from all over the camp that someone had been through their things while they were all away training or working in the forests. 
“We’ll have to do something about the intrusions,” Tishiaki said, as stormed into Shiro’s tent after they found the camp turned over, yet again.
“They seek something that we don’t have. I hid my sword on our travels north. I imagine that is what they are looking for. They can search all they want.” Shiro said.
Tishiaki produced a rueful smile. “Shrewdly done, my commander. Even under torture, I wouldn’t know where you hid your sword.”
“Isn’t it strange the way that works? If I’m under torture, I can decide if I want to give the Emperor of Dakkor one of the three Warstones or not. My choice,” Shiro said.
“There are other ways to extract information,” Tishiaki said.
“My choice,” Shiro said. He knew that Peleor could threaten those closest to him. Shiro would face whatever decision he’d have to make then and refused to worry about it now. 
“Peleor hasn’t shown his face in Happly, yet,” Tishiaki said.
“He’s likely stirring up trouble in other places. He is definitely after the stones, but the Bloodstone is missing in the Red Kingdom and a princess of the king of Valetan is rumored to have the Moonstone in the pommel of her sword. Some say she is a sorceress, transforming into the shape of a warrior and I understand she’s more warlike than Chika is. I’m sure Peleor is more interested in Valetan than Happly.” Shiro couldn’t quite picture a woman more aggressive than Chika, but that was the rumor. “I’m not certain Peleor knows I possess the Sunstone, since they haven’t found it yet.” 
“I imagine that Peleor’s attention will turn back to us, but maybe once he has the other Warstones in his possession. It looks like the search for the stones is already causing more than enough conflict,” Tishiaki said.
Shiro laughed. “Ropponis don’t need a stone to cause petty wars, but maybe, the lack of the Sunstone had an effect on keeping our ancestors from invading Besseth or Dakkor. Perhaps they were used to conquer the continents.” Shiro shrugged. “Who knows what is truth and legend after so long? I do know that there is power in the Sunstone and that makes certain that the other stones are powerful as well.”
“You’ve been busy learning,” Tishiaki said.
“So have you. We just have different jobs. I need to understand our political standing and you and Chika need to keep the Red Rose’s in top fighting shape. Beech claims that we will be invaded within the next six months. With the arrival of summer, I thought they would be preparing an offensive action, but it looks like the duke plans to prepare for battle in the fall, so it looks like we’ll be on the defensive until later in the conflict. He doesn’t tell me any details with their war against the Valetans.”
“Are we on the wrong side of this war?” Tishiaki said.
“We are. I wonder if all of the strings on Besseth are pulled by Daryaku, the Dakkoran Emperor. I don’t think we will be fighting on this side for long, but the time of our departure from Happly hasn’t yet arrived. We must be prepared for anything, at any time.” Tishiaki bowed and left. Shiro turned to his library. Rimmel had added more books to his collection. Shiro turned to another history of Besseth and began to slog his way through more tedious reading. It reminded him of the war histories he had to read on the Diakko Island.
~
No threat materialized and as Shiro circulated through the city that surrounded Happly Keep, he learned even more about Daryaku’s intentions. No one gave him the entire story but he remembered all that the people and fellow soldiers told him and could piece together a good idea of what went on in Besseth. He decided to confirm his knowledge with Captain Beech, who had dinner with him once a week at Captain’s rooms on the ground floor of Happly Keep proper.
“Are we fighting over baubles?” Shiro asked after he took a sip of water from a goblet. He could now carry on normal conversations in Bessethian.
“I don’t know what you are talking about,” Beech said.
“There is a Bloodstone that Duke Histron of the Red Kingdom seems frantic to find and a princess of Valetan carries the Moonstone in the pommel of her sword that gives her great powers.”
Beech snorted. “She doesn’t have any great powers but Emperor Daryaku will reward us handsomely if we can retrieve the Moonstone. He helps us to that end as we speak. Don’t ask me any more about it.”
“You’ve heard the story of the Moonstone, then?”
Beech nodded. “Tales. Some half-wit becomes a hero of Valetan because he has touched the stone? How can that be?”
“The half-wit is a great wizard, it is told. It is said that he currently works with the Gensleran duke.”
“I don’t know where you get this information, Shiro. We know a wizard from Valetan works for Gensler. He portrays himself as a scout, but we know better. Don’t worry about the enemy’s wizards. Your turn to fight will come soon enough. Everything will happen before the last leaf of autumn has fallen. Peleor has decreed it and I believe him.”
“Emperor Daryaku’s wizard.” Shiro said it as a statement. “His provocateur in Besseth?”
Beech raised his eyebrows. “I can’t speak for your accent, but you have picked up some impressive words.”
An orderly brought dinner and Shiro allowed his question to steep while they both ate.
“And the Bloodstone? The Red Kingdom identifies with the gem and now it’s lost. Duke Histron has invaded southern Gensler, but was recently repelled. It is suspected that the Valetan wizard had something to do with that.”
Beech waved it away as he continued to chew. “Lucky man, I guess. It wasn’t exactly an invasion. Are you worried about Lotto Mistad?”
“That’s his name, eh? No. He can’t overcome my sorcerers. We could be halfway to Valetan by now,” Shiro said. “But you keep us in our camp.”
“Perhaps, but you will wait here until you are told to do otherwise. You haven’t heard of the Sunstone, have you?”
Shiro wondered when the Ropponi Warstone would be mentioned.
“Of course. The Ropponi emperors hid it centuries ago so that it wouldn’t distract sorcerers from their established place in our society.”
“Your society? You’re an exile, Shiro. All of you Red Roses have no country and no allegiance.”
‘Except to Happly until our contract ends.”
“And don’t you forget it,” Beech said. “Hey, you just changed the subject.”
Shiro tried to look shocked. He didn’t know if he succeeded. “Oh, the Sunstone. We don’t have a tradition of secret powers that the Sunstone brings. It was something an ancient Emperor didn’t want and nothing more.”
“Ha!  You’re right about the Ropponi Emperor not wanting it. All of the Warstones are communication devices. Your emperor didn’t want anyone talking to him. As for the Sunstone, Peleor claims that it will detect wizards better than his Dakkoran magic and allows a person to see into another’s mind to see if they are loyal or not.”
Shiro couldn’t keep his eyebrows from rising. “My education didn’t tell me of this. Why would the stone be hidden?” He now had confirmation on the stone’s powers to join minds. Truth might be it’s greatest power — a dishonorable man’s bane.
Beech shrugged. “I don’t know, but Emperor Daryaku holds the Darkstone and wants the other three. Then he will take over all of Goriath, including Ayrtan. We’ll all get our rewards.”
“What is the Darkstone? Is it like the Purestone?” Shiro wanted to know what Beech knew. This could be new information.
Beech curled his lip in a sneer. “You think you are so smart. I’ll bet your books told you that the Purestone no longer exists. That’s not true because it turned into the Darkstone when the old Ayrtani emperor died and that continent lost it’s magic. The stone now hangs around Emperor Daryaku’s neck.”
All the more reason not to give the Sunstone up. The pieces now fit together in Shiro’s mind, but he didn’t know what possession of all four stones would signify. From what he could tell, they all gave their possessors a few extra capabilities, but enough to topple kingdoms? Was instant communication that important? He might never know the full truth, but he knew he’d fight to keep the stones out of Peleor’s clutches.
“Your knowledge exceeds mine. I am sorry that I brought it up.”
Beech grunted and swallowed all of the wine in his goblet. “You should be. Keep to yourself, Shiro. I’ll let you know when your people will be used. Just keep them in fighting shape.”
“We have even improved since we arrived,” Shiro said. He had finished first and had no desire to see Beech lick his plate. “With your leave, I’ll return to my troops since there are no orders.”
Beech waved him away. “Next week.”
The dinner had brought much of the information Shiro needed. He’d have to retrieve the Sunstone, after all, in order to test the ‘truth-telling’ powers of the stone. There might be more to the power that prompted the early Emperors of Roppon to hide it so thoroughly.
Daryaku would keep secret what would happen when he possessed all four stones. Shiro certainly didn’t know and doubted if he had enough information to understand what unification would mean. However, if the Dark Lord wanted to bring the Warstones together, that was enough to keep them all apart.
His investigations would have to become a bit more circumspect. Knowing what went on within the city took on a new urgency.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY
~
“WE ARE GOING BACK TO THE RED KINGDOM?” Chika asked. “Just the two of us? I’m touched, by you.”
Shiro laughed and poked Chika with his forefinger. “Now you are touched.” He hadn’t spent much time around her since they reached Happly Keep and he missed that. “We won’t be long. I’m going to remove the stone from the sword and test out a rumored capability. Beech told me that the Sunstone demonstrated a person’s loyalty. ”
“You know I’m yours, in every way,” Chika said, with half of a smile.
“I’m serious. I don’t know what will happen when we both touch the stone. It’s never affected me other than to give me some visions and let me recharge my power.”
Chika paused. “I can’t tell you what it did for me. I wasn’t right until I touched it. My father didn’t know what it did and never let anyone handle the sword.”
“You are willing?”
“I am, Shiro.”
He took her hand and they teleported to the waterfall. The leaves on a few trees were beginning to turn and the waterfall had become a trickle in the late summer. The rocks still covered the sword.
“You chose well. I still have no idea where we are.”
“Deep into the Red Kingdom. Quite a distance from the road.” Shiro used his power to remove the rocks and dug out the sword. It had weathered the summer well. He unwrapped the sword and removed it from the sheath. “Here goes.” He sat down. “Sit and touch the other side.” Shiro held the sword out to her with his thumb on the stone.
Chika laughed nervously. “I’ve never joined with a man quite like this.” She took a deep breath and touched the stone with her forefinger.
Shiro’s mind descended into a swirling pool. Within the pool he heard or felt, actually, chatter like a flock of birds. Gradually the sound cleared and he called out to Chika in his mind.
“I’m here. I can see your thoughts… no. I can feel them?” She opened her eyes and looked into Shiro’s.
“I’m sorry Chika,” Shiro said. “I didn’t think I’d be intruding this deeply.” He relived the beating she took from her father and the shutdown of her mind. She loved him deeply, but couldn’t bring herself to tell him. To do so would be akin to defeat. Shiro gasped as he realized that she looked into his own mind. She would know how he felt about her. An honest expression of their feelings had always been hidden by their banter.
“Shiro.” Tears welled up in her eyes. She removed her finger with effort and put her arms around him. “I love you. I can tell you, now.” 
He laid the sword aside and couldn’t resist the touch of her skin, of her lips. For all of her bluster, she’d never been with a man and that wouldn’t happen today. “I love you, too. I don’t need to say it, do I?”
“You do.” Chika said. “I knew you cared, but I thought you looked at me like a sister.”
“That’s not the truth, is it?”
She buried her head in his shoulder and sobbed. “It isn’t. I’m so glad it isn’t.” She lifted up her face and they kissed again.
“Just guess why the Emperors hid the stone?”
“The loyalty must go both ways. Love shows as well as hate,” she said, clutching him fiercely.
Shiro nodded. ‘And betrayal and deceit. Think of Roppon and it’s intrigue. The double dealing of the bureaucracy in league with the power of the Empire and the Guild.” He looked at the yellow stone. “It has the power of absolute truth. Mind to mind. I won’t test it, but I think that language is no barrier. Roppon would never exist in its present political state with an honest Emperor in possession of the Sunstone.”
He looked at the stone and then into her eyes. “Too much information?”
She shook her head. “No, but the timing could be better. We can’t go mooning about each other in front of the rest of the Red Rose.” He could see the sorrow in her face. “Tishiaki would find out in an instant.”
Shiro smile. “That is easily remedied. We’ll tell him that we finally told each other. I’m sure we aren’t the only ones who knew we were denying our feelings.”
Chika sat upright and giggled. “You may be right. What will you do with the stone?”
He pulled out a knife and worked on popping the stone from it’s setting. “I’m going to remove this. They are looking for a sword. I brought a pouch so I can wear it around my neck. I still can’t leave the sword anywhere.”
“It could remain here.”
Shiro nodded his head as he looked around at the setting. “It’s beautiful here. I never really noticed.” He breathed in the smell of the forest with its sweet decay mixed with the scents of the trees and flora. The sun peeked through the leaves, it’s mid-summer power long gone. He noticed a few yellow leaves scattered around. “Not as beautiful as you.”
Chika actually blushed and hit him. “Hey, you’re not supposed to make me do that.”
She gasped and put her hand up to her face. “I am, aren’t I?” She smiled and Shiro couldn’t believe the woman loved him. “Well my comments won’t stop,” she said.
“Don’t ever stop.” He kissed her again and then wrapped up the blade. “I’ll retrieve this another time.”
She merely nodded, watching him at work. “I love the way you move, Shiro.”
“An old farmer, like me?”
Chika shook her head. “A leader of men and women. You’re not the same man I cooked for in the White Chrysanthemum.”
“We’ve shared a lot, haven’t we? And in a very short time, eh?”
“It’s been more than eventful, but I know you know that.”
Shiro laughed  “And I know that you know that I know that.” She joined him. He put the Sunstone in a pouch that he pulled from his robes. Most of the Red Rose had reverted to wearing clothes in the Ropponi style. He dropped the stone in and put it around his neck. “There. I don’t feel its presence.”
“That’s a relief. I don’t want you showing your love to anyone else.” She grabbed him again and they kissed for a bit. 
“We have to get back.”
Chika sighed and looked around at the glade and breathed deeply. “I wish we could stay here for the rest of our lives.”
‘Who knows? We might return here and do just that.”
She shook her head. “You are destined for greater things, my love.” She took his hand and kissed it. “Tishiaki and I have discussed it. You will lead the Red Rose to greatness.”
Shiro picked up the pouch from his neck. “Perhaps we will need to rename our band the Yellow Rose.”
Chika’s face turned serious. “Before we are done, there will be plenty of red.”
“I’m afraid your right.” He transported them back into his tent.
After another long kiss, Chika held him at arm’s length. “I may enter your tent secretly some night.”
Shiro smiled. “Just don’t keep it a secret from me.”
~
Sleep came late for Shiro. He wished his feelings hadn’t been revealed to Chika. It put them both at a disadvantage, but then Tishiaki and she had been close friends and everyone in the Red Rose had probably suspected that Chika and he were more than interested in each other. At least if anything happened to either of them, they had finally shared their true feelings. 
Shiro realized that an Emperor would have to be very wise to use the Sunstone. The light it revealed could uncover cruel feelings as well as the sublime. He resolved to use it judiciously. There had to be something more to the reunion of all four stones. The thought bounced around in his head against the memories of long lingering kisses with Chika.
He woke in the morning. The sun shone brighter and colors were sharper. He kept smiling for no reason and had to suppress such a thing. He sat at the mess, eating alone as he usually did. Tishiaki put a plate of sweet gruel and buttered bread down on the other side. They had gotten used to sitting in taller chairs and eating from taller tables with Bessethian eating instruments.
“Cat’s out of the bag, Shiro.” Tishiaki said. “It’s about time, too. I thought you two would never pick up what everyone else sees.”
“And what does everyone else see?”
“Those little throwaway comments from Chika? Do you take me for a blind man?”
“I once took you for an old woman,” Shiro said with half of a smile.
“Well,” Tishiaki gave Shiro a rare smile, “I’m sure you won’t treat each other much differently, but the poor woman seemed rather liberated this morning. She actually hummed a tune. I have news for you Shiro—Chika can’t hold a tune.”
Shiro laughed. “I can’t either. See? We’re compatible.”  Shiro paused. “We won’t be moving in together. Our relationship won’t change a great deal until after this war.”
“Understood. But if you go in for a little ‘change’ now and then, you won’t lose face with me.” Tishiaki nodded and took his breakfast elsewhere.
What had Chika told him? He looked around the mess and didn’t see her, but then he rarely did. He ate his breakfast and was just about ready to return to this tent when Rimmel hurried up to his table and sat on the seat Tishiaki had vacated. 
“News, Shiro.” Rimmel pulled a book from his shirt and slid it across the table. The man didn’t need to translate as much as advise the Red Roses on cultural issues. “Pay no attention to this. We’ve done the same often enough, although you might find this interesting. I came across it in the Keep’s library. But I’m giving you this as a cover. I think I’m being followed.” He looked around Shiro.
“You’ve always been followed, Rimmel,” Shiro said, chuckling. “I’m generally followed when I leave camp, so I just assume that I am. What has you upset?”
“The war has begun. The Valetan army has begun to head southward towards us and Happly has moved his troops northward.”
“Without us?”
Rimmel nodded. “The soldiers I’m staying with were talking all about it.”
Shiro rubbed his chin. “Why?” Rimmel stayed with soldiers in the keep intentionally to keep from being ‘tainted’ by the Ropponi.
“If they don’t want to use you…”
“Ah. I see what you do. If they don’t want to use us, then they don’t want anyone else to use us.”
“That’s how I see it. No one trusts the Red Rose. They are afraid of three hundred wizards.”
“Not all of us are wizards. You know that.”
“They don’t. I’d make sure you protect yourselves. I’ve seen them harvest some farmland to the north of the city a bit prematurely and put up stakes for fences.”
“Another camp?”
“For prisoners.”
Shiro furrowed his brow. “They are rather confident, aren’t they?”
“The rumor is the Valetan army is riddled with traitors.”
Peleor had been busy in Valetan, it seemed. “When will they be here?”
“A week, two.”
“Why didn’t you bring this information to me sooner?”
Rimmel looked around the camp again. “I’m kept in the dark, like you, They all celebrated in our little barracks last night before they all headed north, awash in confidence. I didn’t drink as much as they did and didn’t have to ask many questions.”
“Perhaps they are overconfident. Anything useful in the book?” Shiro said, picking it up.
“It’s a history of the Red Kingdom’s Bloodstone. I thought you might be interested in it since you are a wizard and I thought it might be an interesting topic for you.” Rimmel shrugged. “I had to bring something.”
“Actually, I’m very interested in what this book has to say. Assume from here on that we will be monitored. We are probably more like prisoners than we are members of the Duke’s army. Understood?”
“Understood. If you don’t mind, I’d rather not come to the camp for a few days.”
“Just let me know if you learn anything else. Perhaps we can meet tomorrow in the Keep, away from here. I want to know more of where things are.”
“But we’ll be watched.”
“I have little to hide, Rimmel.” Shiro said, glad that they didn’t share the Sunstone at that moment.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
~
“CAPTAIN’S NOT HERE, ROPPONI,” one of the guards to the entrance to the keep said. 
“That is a disappointment. With my free time, I thought my translator Rimmel could give me a tour.” Shiro looked up at the stone walls. “It’s magnificent. We don’t have all-stone keeps like this in Roppon.” At least he told the guard the truth about that. Ropponi castles had stone foundations, but the actual living quarters were generally built with wooden framing, like the one that burned to the ground in Sekkoro.
It took Shiro a few minutes of wandering to find Rimmel. His translator didn’t look too happy to give Shiro the tour, but knowledge of the basic layout of the Keep couldn’t hurt.
“Why don’t you take me to the Library first?” Shiro said. “I’d like to know what kinds of books are read by the nobility.”
Rimmel relaxed a bit. “The Duke has a very good library, follow me.” They walked up three levels to the Library. The Library put Ashiyo’s collection to shame. There must have been hundreds of books and thousands of scrolls. None of the scrolls used sticks, but were made from parchment. 
“Why are the windows so high in the walls?” Shiro thought that the library would not be heavily used and any windows might be a good place to enter.
“The city has been built right up to the walls in the back of the keep, so the windows have to be above them. The high windows actually protect the books from more direct sunlight and light shining down makes it easier to read.”
Shiro gazed up at the windows. He could levitate up to them, but would have to break the glass in order to leave. He liked the thick glass that the Bessethians used in their buildings. The light was brighter than paper walls and kept in more heat. He remembered the little square of glass that he had in his farmhouse door.
“See the books?” Rimmel showed him all of the titles. Many of them were the names of places and battles that he had never heard of.
“What about maps?” Shiro said.
“Over here. I’m not suppose to go through the maps, but since a few are here, out in the open…” Rimmel shuffled through a pile of maps and showed him one of the Duchy.
Shiro had never seen any good maps of Besseth and now had a better understanding of Happly. 
“All of this is still forest?”
“Pretty much,” Rimmel said. “Peasants have to carve out farmland after they’ve harvested the wood. Happly isn’t a particularly rich dukedom. There are a few mines to the east.”
Shiro saw the dukedom as a perfect buffer state. Both Happly and to a slightly lesser extent, Gensler, protected the Valetans from the Red Kingdom and the Red Kingdom from the Valetans. Besseth only had three major kingdoms and those were primarily defined by large, fertile plains. The rest of the continent was divided by mountains, rivers and forests into the petty states, mostly dukedoms. Without a unifying bureaucracy, he could see why the continent had never coalesced into an empire as Roppon had.
“What about the Keep itself?”
Rimmel had to get down on his hands and knees. “I think I came across a portfolio of building plans to the keep down here.” He pulled out a large packet of sheets bound up between two leather-covered slabs of wood.
“I thought you weren’t allowed in the maps.”
“I’ve never run across anyone in the Library before, so I’ve…” He reddened and turned to the portfolio.
“That’s all right. Give me a tour on the map.”
The Keep held few secrets after Rimmel’s run-through. Shiro wanted a more thorough view of the dungeon and would do that after he left Rimmel, now that he knew how to get there. They heard voices outside one of the doors and Rimmel shoved the portfolio beneath the maps scattered on the main reading table in that section. 
He ran to where most of the histories were kept as Shiro followed when the door opened. The Duke of Happly walked in followed by men in armor who Shiro didn’t recognize.
The Duke, which made him on the short side for Bessethian males, blustered. “What are you two doing in my library?”
Shiro eyed the Duke. He looked unpleasant, reminding him of Chika’s father.
“Captain Beech gave me permission to take a few books to the leader of the Ropponi.” He nodded towards Shiro. “With the Keep emptier than usual, I decided to give him a tour of the Library.”
Shiro bowed deeply and smiled. “Your library is most impressive, Duke Happly. It has brought much understanding to me of Besseth and its people.” He bowed again.
“Hmpf,” the Duke narrowed his eyes. “You may leave now. I don’t want either of you in this room until after we’ve taken in the Valetan prisoners. Beech will let you know when that is.” The man stood waiting for them to vacate the library.
Rimmel had broken into a sweat once they headed down to the courtyard level. “That was close.”
“No, that was instructive,” Shiro said. “I was able to take measure of the Duke. I think our tour is over. Show me your quarters and I’ll see my way out.”
“I’d be happy to,” Rimmel said hurrying to the back stairway and down to the ground floor where he stopped at a door along a long corridor. “Barracks. I’m in this one. Twenty beds to a room. We eat in the hall on the other side.”
Shiro looked around him and saw fewer doors on the other side of the corridor. Rimmel disappeared before he could be thanked. But that suited Shiro just fine. In the deserted corridor, he took on the disguise of a guard and gave himself a tour of the dungeons. There didn’t appear to be any inhabitants, but if they captured an army, the commanders would likely end up here, away from their soldiers.
He memorized the position of a secluded alcove and teleported back to his tent. 
“There you are,” Chika said, causing Shiro to jump to the side in alarm. “Nice move. So why are you all dressed up as a Bessethian?”
Shiro shook off his disguise. “Preparing for any circumstance. Is Tishiaki around?”
Chika laughed. “Not if I’m alone in your tent, but then I’ve never actually been alone in your tent before.”
“You haven’t, have you?” Shiro began to heat a brazier for some warm wine, something they didn’t have very often in Besseth. “Why don’t you find him while this is heating up and find some food.”
“I am yours to command,” Chika said. Shiro heard a touch of disappointment in her voice. “I did have a little extra time on my hands. I was… disappointed that you weren’t here. She blushed.
Shiro smiled at her. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here. While you look for Tishiaki, I’ve a little sketching to do.”
“A picture of you for me?”
Shiro shook his head. “Unfortunately no.” 
Chika left while Shiro pulled out two sheets of parchment. One duplicated the map of Happly and the other outlined the general layout of Happly Keep and the surrounding city. The pair entered as he finished. He looked at Tishiaki. “Pour us all some wine while I tell you what I learned today.”
Chika stuck out her lower lip in a pout while she arranged the food.
“Rice! Lucky us.”
“It’s not like Ropponi rice, Shiro,” Chika said. She picked up the map of Happly.
“It is a map of the city.” Shiro poured out three cups of wine. “We are prisoners. Certain individuals…”
“Peleor.” Tishiaki said.
Shiro nodded. “Peleor and his emperor want us out of this fight, hence we are virtually prisoners in Happly. The Red Rose is in the most remote part of Besseth and the Duke’s army fights to the north as we speak. They have infiltrated the invading Valetans with traitors and the outcome of the invasion isn’t in doubt.”
“The outcome of a battle can never be certain.”
“A battle, yes, but not the war,” Shiro said. “Here,” he pointed to the field on the north side of town. “They will house what’s left of the Valetan army in this stockade. We are on the east and they are on the north. The Duke’s army is on the west. You will note that they are fighting the enemy and we are sitting at the back of the Keep. We have more sorcerers in our ranks than both armies combined and yet we aren’t being used.”
“And they isolate us so we don’t know.”
“So we don’t know.” Shiro nodded. “I have decided that I do not want to fight for the Duke. How do you feel?”
“He has only paid us a token amount of gold, but he’s kept us fed.”
Chika snorted. “Barely. And he’s not even paid for our clothes.”
“That’s why we are wearing Ropponi style clothing,” Tishiaki said. “If we left where would we go?”
“I’m not sure. There is a Valetan wizard, named Mistad. He might be headed here, working with the princess who leads the Valetans. If she survives the betrayal, she will end up in the dungeons. I’ve been down there this afternoon and can teleport in.”
“So you can bring her out?” Tishiaki said.
“No. If we rescue her, the anger of Duke Happly might come down on our entire band. Three hundred against ten thousand?” He shook his head. “It might come to that, but we can’t plan for the situation. We must wait for Mistad. If Happly kills them all, then we will head for Learsea or Gensler.”
“And the forest becomes a great equalizer,” Tishiaki said.
“Oh, I see,” Chika said. 
“Right, Chika. I feel like we are in a great fog and before we act, the air must clear.”
“I can see you just fine, Shiro,” Chika said.
“Am I to leave?” Tishiaki said, grinning.
“No. I would like our camp ready to fight at a moment’s notice. Inspect the tents and I want all personal effects stowed to flee immediately. I know we’ve accumulated supplies, but accelerate your efforts. We may not be part of the war, but I want us on a war footing. Do you agree?”
Tishiaki stood. “We’ve already begun to put your words into action. In two days, we will be able to break camp whenever we wish.”
“We just need a direction to march,” Chika said.
“And therein lies the problem.” Shiro stared at the map. “I don’t know. Circumstances will lead the way.”
~
Rimmel ran up to Shiro, who sparred with Chika, both of them using staffs. “They’ve returned.” He wore a wide grin.
“I know. Did the duke capture the princess?”
“They did. Her second in command and half of the officers had already come over to our side.”
Shiro noticed the ‘our side’ from Rimmel. He could no longer trust the man. “What happened to the army?”
“They let more than half of them flee into the forest. We don’t have enough food to keep them all and quite a few were from Prola, anyway.”
“Country on the northwest coast?”
Rimmel smiled. “Good. You’re learning.”
Shiro couldn’t hide the snort. “Where will we be assigned?”
“We’ve won.” Rimmel said as if the war with Valetan had ended.
“A mixed army? There couldn’t be more than four or five thousand troops,” Shiro said.
“How can you know that?”
Shiro shook his head. “How many men will fit in that stockade? Less than three thousand, I’d imagine. You said they split the army. Likely because the Prolans showed up unexpectedly.”
Rimmel scratched his head. “I guess so.”
“Thank you for the information. I imagine Captain Beech has returned.”
“Everyone has returned. I’d best be getting back.”
Shiro bowed to Rimmel. “We appreciate your visiting.” He turned his back to the man and motioned for Chika to continue their practice. As soon as Rimmel had left the field he stopped and asked a woman to fetch Tishiaki.
They continued to spar until Tishiaki appeared.
“The Valetan princess has arrived and is likely in the dungeon. I will visit her tomorrow and then see if Mistad has been killed in the fighting. Be prepared.”
Chika followed Shiro back to his tent. “The wait is over,” she said. “We will be fighting the duke’s forces in days.”
Shiro nodded. “Anything and everything could go wrong. We have no friends, no allies.”
“You have a very good friend,” Chika said and put her arms around him.
“I can’t relent. We have to stay focused,” Shiro said.
Chika broke off and looked at him. “You’re afraid. I must say you hide it, well, better than a disguise.”
He clutched the stone underneath the neckline of his robe. “We haven’t…”
“Haven’t what? Touched the stone together? I just want us to touch together. Who knows what tomorrow will bring? I only know I don’t want to wait to make love to a corpse. It just wouldn’t feel the same.”
She moved closer to Shiro, who shrugged his shoulders. “I can’t fool you, can I?”
“You still can and that makes our lives together just that much better.” She pressed her lips to his and they spend the rest of the afternoon alone, both worried that this might be their last chance to show each other how they truly felt.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
~
“PRINCESS?”
The woman seemed to hesitate a bit, but then said, “I’m here.”
“My name is Shiro. I lead the Ropponi wizards. Why did they capture you?” Shiro could have kicked himself for asking such a stupid question. There were traitors and she didn’t have a choice.
She paused again. Shiro didn’t blame her wondering about a strange person whispering to her on the other side of her dungeon door. “I had a rare gem called a Moonstone in my sword. They captured me for that. The Dakkoran Emperor wants it as well as the Bloodstone of the Red Kingdom.”
“I thought as much. We were surprised why the Happly duke wanted our help in the first place. I’m afraid I don’t have enough people to assist in your escape. Had you arrived with your army, perhaps we could have changed sides.”  Shiro knew that he would have undoubtedly changed his allegiance. He worried about his band even more, now that the Moonstone had been retrieved.
 “There are others heading to Happly.” The princess paused again. Was she wondering if she could trust him?  Shiro didn’t want to share the Sunstone with her. “Go south and then west. There is a wizard-warrior who is heading our way. His name is Lotto Mistad. Tell him they have the Moonstone and have no use for me.” The Happly Duke didn’t have any use for his people, either. They were allies if they wished it or not.
“I have heard of him. This man has Affinity?”
“Yes. A lot.”
“We can find him then. I make no promises, but I will attempt to locate him and bring Lotto Mistad to you.”
~
“What did you find out?” Tishiaki said. The three of them shared warmed wine, ready for Shiro’s return.
“We will help the Valetans. The woman has insufficient guile. Somehow she knows Mistad is still alive and coming. I will use the stone to find him and speak with him tonight. I still don’t know what we will do.”
Chika paced. “We can free the prisoners. If they run rampant in the streets we can attack the keep.”
“Without armor and weapons? A diversion, but they’ll be cut down if they confront the Happly army.”
Tishiaki gave a cup to Shiro. “The bulk of the army is made up of impressed peasants. They barely know how to hold their weapons. I took the time to observe them at the edge of their camp. The real army doesn’t approach the number of Valetans in the stockades, but all of the captured men are in bare feet. If we could get them weapons…”
“No. We don’t even know where there are that many weapons except for inside the keep and with men back from a victory, however dubious, will make any move we make suspect. I feel we are missing an element, an edge.” Shiro looked at Chika. He wished to squeeze her hand, but not in front of Tishiaki. He needed the assistance of both of them. “I will intercept Mistad and perhaps he might provide the spark of creativity that we need to move in a better direction.”
Shiro sent them out. He didn’t want any distractions. Chika returned for a good luck kiss, but she seemed to understand his need for solitude. 
The book that Rimmel had given him on the Red Kingdom had a section on the Moonstone. The Moonstone gave strength, but where the Sunstone allowed access into many minds, the Moonstone only permitted a pairing. He thought back to the princess’s knowledge of where Mistad was and wondered if they hadn’t bonded in some way. At least she could sense where he was, somewhere to the southwest. 
Shiro didn’t want to activate the Sunstone in the camp and waited impatiently for the sun to set. In the murky end of the day, he dressed in his best Ropponi robes and then put on the dark red robe of the Red Rose. He took a deep breath, hoping that inspiration would come, and teleported to the southern road, on the edge of Happly Keep. 
The blackness felt comforting as it embraced him. Shiro felt the peace of anonymity. The forest knew him not and the silence calmed his nerves. He pulled out the pouch and lifted out the Sunstone. He felt his power recharge as he concentrated on detecting those who shared Affinity with him. 
It seemed that he could detect a cluster of energy that felt like dim yellow lights to the north, his Red Roses. His attention turned to the west and found sporadic lights, weaker than to the north except for a few good lights and one that he would regard as bright. Mistad? He hoped so. That meant the man had prodigious power. That had to be him. Shiro couldn’t teleport so far in the dense forest, wishing he could fly like a bird. But then it dawned on him. He knew how to levitate. 
He rose in the air until he hovered above the treetops. He could now teleport a few miles at a time to places that he could dimly see in the waning light. Onward he jumped from place to place, towards the direction of the bright light. 
The dim twinkle of firelight caught his attention. He descended a few hundred paces into a small clearing from the camp to check the stone. Mistad’s light glowed strongly in his mind. He wandered around until he found a smaller, more protected glade and gathered enough wood for a fire to keep him warm while he waited until the men would more than likely be asleep. 
Shiro caught himself nodding off and smiled. If I am tired, then they are too, he thought. He pulled out the stone and concentrated on the light. 
“Come to me. Come to me, Mistad.” He repeated the call, not knowing quite how the stone would summon Lotto Mistad, but he finally felt the light move in his direction. At least he wouldn’t have to disturb the man’s camp.
He heard rustlings in the quiet forest.
“Lotto Mistad?” Shiro called out in the darkness, his hand gripping his sword. “Come further, you are among friends.”
The rustlings came closer and a tall man entered. The man was very young. “I’m Mistad,” his visitor said.
“Ah, there you are.” Shiro rose from the fire and bowed. “Sit with me, there is much to discuss.” He gestured for Lotto to sit on the ground.
“My name is Shiro. I am a sorcerer from the land of Roppon. I must admit, I’m a bit of a renegade there, but for good reasons, I hope. I have something to show you.” He pulled the Sunstone from its pouch and held it out. “Touch it. This is the Sunstone of Roppon and one of the four Warstones.”
Lotto paused for a moment and did as Shiro asked. Shiro had been thinking in Ropponi and Mistad might not understand his thoughts so he concentrated on thinking in Bessethian. The man’s confusion settled down and Shiro looked into a most interesting mind, filled with much more power than Chika’s—maybe even more than his own.
“I am a powerful sorcerer,” Shiro projected at Mistad, “and what you are touching is the Sunstone. I was thinking in Ropponi and that confused you. Now I will concentrate on Bessethian.” 
“I don’t think you need to,” Lotto said. “I think I can reach past language.”
Mistad was right. From that point, they did not think in any language but searched each other’s minds for truth. Shiro found the boy’s memories from when he touched the stone. He did indeed have a link of sorts with the princess, but it paled to that of the Sunstone. The link broke and Lotto fell right back into the dirt. Shiro reeled a little from the experience and patiently waited for Lotto to recover from the experience.
“You believe that I am on your side?”
Lotto nodded. “You’ll help me save the princess?”
Shiro smiled. “Of course. All I have to offer are my three hundred warrior-sorcerers. We all are more powerful than anyone the Duke has except for Peleor, the Dakkoran, who visits the keep from time to time.” Shiro sorted through Lotto’s thoughts and realized that an army followed behind. “You have an army following you and I am surprised. I was told, dismissively, that you were a middling wizard, but your power rivals mine, although unschooled. You don’t have a good understanding of the nexus.”
“You know about them?”
“I do. We Ropponi have known about them for hundreds of years, but our culture is insular, bureaucratic and vicious. We regard all others as barbarians—no better than cattle. Roppon has no interest in conquest and perhaps it’s better to leave them to their delusions.”
“So why did you leave?”
“To escape a place that holds no future for me. My followers are exiles, like myself. We thought that Besseth might offer a place for us to settle. We needed funds, so we became mercenaries. However, there is an enemy that we both share. Emperor Daryaku desires all four of the stones. He wishes to use them as war stones to conquer all of Goriath.”
“So we know where three of the stones are,” Lotto said.
“The Bloodstone is lost,” Shiro said. “That only makes two on Besseth.
Lotto shook his head. “Hidden, but not lost. I imagine that the Emperor carries the Purestone?”
“Purestone, no longer. It became the Darkstone at the time of the cursing of Ayrtan. I learned that from my gloating enemy. I don’t see why all four stones would make the difference between ruling the world or not. The powers of each stone are limited. I’m sure they were created that way since communication between continents comprised their principal purpose ”
“We can speak of this later. You will help me?”
Shori nodded with his hands placed on his knees. He bowed deeply to Lotto. “We are allies from this point on.”
“My goal was to disable the Ropponi wizards.”
“We will help you take back the keep, especially with the additional troops. I worried about finding ways to arm your captured men. Many of the Happlyan soldiers are peasants and will run if attacked.”
“Then I intend on entering Happly Keep from the east with just a few men. We can make our way to a building that adjoins the back of the castle. I have a spell that will turn mortar into sand so we can silently get into the keep and essentially go through stone walls.”
“Good. I don’t know of such a soundless spell. I would probably go crash! Boom!” Shiro clapped his hands together and laughed. “You can rescue the princess. The duke holds her in the dungeons. There is only a small block of them at the bottom of the keep.”
“When our army attacks, disrupt the Happlyan soldiers. Can you heat up their weapons?”
Shiro chuckled. “We have our ways. Don’t worry. Just don’t have your men shoot arrows at us. We will be wearing red robes.” Shiro shook the edge of his robe. 
“I must save the princess.”
“Do not delay. The duke is a cruel man. Do you know the city?”
“We do and we have maps. All you need do is go to work once my soldiers enter the city from the South.”
Shiro smiled. He now had the direction he so desperately sought. “We will do so and then our people will help you take the keep.”
“I truly know I can trust you,” Lotto said.
“And I, you. Good luck. We will have to talk more when all of this is over.”
“Indeed. In a few days time, then.”
Shiro rose. “Until then.” He teleported back to his tent.
Chika propped up on one elbow, covered in a blanket on his sleeping mat, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “I thought you would need additional diversion tonight.”
He grinned. “Gladly. I met Mistad. Lotto. He passed the Sunstone test. He’s a creature of the Moonstone and very powerful.”
“I thought you surmised that.”
“Oh, I did.” Shiro couldn’t keep the grin off of his face. “He brings a large army with him. They will run wild through the city streets in two days time. We are to provide a different kind of diversion than the one you plan tonight.”
“I would hope so. Can Shiro talk of such things tomorrow?”
“Shiro’s mind is clear tonight, my love.” Shiro took off his red robe and let it drop to the floor.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
~
ONE OF TISHIAKI’S STRONGER SORCERERS APPEARED with a soldier in a red uniform in front of Shiro’s tent.
“I’m Shiro,” he said as he exited his tent. The day had a few hours before it arrived.
“I am Lieutenant Astana in the Prolan Army under the command of General Lessa.” The man swayed and Shiro caught him and helped the exhausted man into the tent. Shiro remembered his first teleportation. Once the soldier recovered they began to plan. 
“We will attack one hour before the sun sets.” Astana took another sip of wine and pulled out a sheaf of wrinkled parchment. “This is what we will do. You can augment our actions as you see fit.”
“Do you have battle wizards?”
The lieutenant shook his head.
“Then the Red Roses, our contingent’s name, will accompany you back to your lines under the direction of Tishiaki, one of my two commanders. The others will free your compatriots. We’ve only been able to fashion crude weapons for them, but our powers will make up for some of that deficiency. Chika, my other commander, will lead them. I’ll take a small force and assist with the taking of the keep. Tell your General Lessa that, please. Also, I have some good news. Two or three thousand experienced fighters have headed south towards the Red Kingdom. Fewer skilled fighters will make our mission easier to accomplish.”
“You’ve given yourself a large roll in this invasion. Is your little group up to it?”
“Don’t worry about us. I feared that I might have to confront ten thousand soldiers with my little three hundred,” Shiro said, giving the lieutenant a grin and patting him on the shoulder. “We will succeed with your troops and my Red Roses.”
~
Shiro took ten warrior-sorcerers with him. The Sunstone told Shiro that the greatest concentration of Happly’s wizards sat behind the Keep walls in one of the barracks close to Rimmel. If Shiro had the opportunity to confront Captain Beech, so much the better. He hadn’t seen Peleor in some time, so the man would likely be stirring up trouble in Valetan or the Red Kingdom.
They all teleported to an alley, close to the Keep’s main gate. Shiro decided to wait for two hours or until there were stirrings inside the Keep’s walls. 
“You fight for the Red Roses,” Shiro said to the men and women as the wait began to make them fidget. “We fight for new lives and respect. We will have new friends and real allies after Happly is taken… and it will be taken today. Remember to use your power. The soldiers know you are all sorcerers, so you do not need to hold back. Remember, once your power fades, you have only your skill at arms to keep you alive.”
The sound of commotion on the city streets began to close in on the keep. The gates opened quickly, but Shiro kept his soldiers back. “They go to sally with Lotto’s forces. We will let them pass and then rush in.”
The stream of armed men, both mounted and on foot ended and before Shiro could get his forces into position, the gates began to close. Shiro looked up for climbing holds. He didn’t think they’d be scaling the walls until he heard fighting over the gate.
“Those of you who can levitate to the walls, follow me. The rest stay here until we get the gate open.” Shiro lifted himself up into the air. Six followed him up the walls, but only three could make it all the way up. He landed on the ramparts to find three men fighting off a group of guards. 
Shiro nodded to his fellow fighters and they closed in on the backs of the guards. One of the three men went down and Shiro levitated quickly beside the remaining men.
“You are Lotto’s men?” Shiro said as he began to push back the guards back into the others.
“We are. We need to get the gate open.”
Shiro nodded and then realized that the man wouldn’t be looking at him. “Give me a little room.”
The man fought to the side as Shiro began to fight more aggressively. His guard fell to the floor and the guard fighting his new ally dropped with Shiro’s sword in his side. With the three Red Roses on the other side of the guards, the fight lasted only moments.
“My name’s Morio, this is Anton. Our stricken brother is Creeden.” Morio’s face held a shock of grief. “The mechanism that raises the gate is through that door. We couldn’t open it and then the guards—”
“I am Shiro and these are my friends of the Red Rose.”
“They’re women.”
“We fight well enough, Bessethian,” one of them said.
Shiro chuckled. “They do and they are all sorcerers.” He turned and blasted the door down with a pulse of power. “After you.”
Morio ducked in and surveyed the mechanicals of the gate. “This decouples the chain from below and this wheel…”
Shiro could see how the gate lifted “We can lift the gate from up here.” Shiro turned back to his Red Rose fighters. “Guard the door while Morio, Anton and I raise the gate.”
In a few minutes the gate rose to let the first of Lessa’s men into the courtyard of the keep.
“We will fight to the courtyard after I fuse the links.” Shiro said as he sent a stream of fire melting the links in place. 
“You are as good as Lotto,” Morio said. “I’m glad we are fighting together.”
The man’s smile was infectious. Shiro returned it and led the way to the courtyard below. Fighting had begun to fill the keep and Morio and his companion went to find Lotto.
“I want to find Captain Beech,’ Shiro said as they slashed and parried their way across to the barracks. 
The rooms had emptied out, but Shiro put his head over Rimmel’s bed. “Rimmel!” Shiro heard a yelp underneath a bed. “Stay in the room until the fighting stops. If anyone asks, say you are with the Red Roses.”
“I will!  I will!”
Shiro shut the door and made his way towards Captain Beech’s rooms. He ordered his Red Rose to stand guard and opened the door to find the man stuffing valuables into saddlebags.
“You didn’t ride out with your troops. Are you deserting your countrymen?” Shiro walked in and shut the door.
“You!” Beech pulled out two long knives from weapons scattered on his bed. His long sword was across the room.
“I must thank you for the information you gave me a few weeks ago. It sealed my decision to fight with the Valetans.”
“You’ve got a contract with us.”
“And you never included us in your battle with the Valetan princess so we couldn’t get paid. That is enough to break the deal. No gold, no Red Rose mercenaries.”
Beech gnashed his teeth. “Peleor warned me. He thought you’d desert and he’s right.”
“Where is Peleor?”
Beech laughed as he threw a chair out of the way and then a table. “In Valetan. The king will soon be dead and your treachery will mean nothing when Valetan is ruled by Duke Happly.”
He rushed Shiro who backed up against the door and slashed with one knife and then another. Shiro teleported to the other side of the room.
“You damned Ropponi!” Beech rushed again, but this time Shiro had enough room to fight off each of the knives with his enhanced speed. He teleported again.
“The duke will kill the princess and then you think there will be no one left to rule Valetan? She has brothers and sisters, does she not? I think your duke has been deluded by the Dakkoran.” Shiro said as he thrust his sword into Beech’s arm. The man backed up, with blood running down his arm and dripping from his hand.
“I don’t care about any of the details. You won’t get us all. Three thousand of our best fighters have marched south to join the Red Kingdom.” Beech gloated as he said it, but Shiro already knew. The time had come to finish him off. 
“I’m sorry you treated us so poorly, but then I would imagine anyone who sides with Daryaku isn’t a trustworthy ally. It is a shame that you remove your best fighters when Lotto Mistad arrives with more than three thousand Prolans,” Shiro said as he backed up. 
Beech gnashed his teeth and came at him. His bloody hand held one knife low and the other gripped the other blade high. Shiro turned his back and levitated over Beech, brushing the ceiling, and cutting into Beech’s uninjured arm and then sliced deeply into the side of his neck as he landed and could put some power behind his slash. 
His opponent dropped both knives and clutched his neck. Beech turned around and looked pleadingly into Shiro’s eyes. 
“I don’t need the Sunstone to know how dark your heart is Captain. I will end your life now.” He thrust his sword into Beech’s heart and ran it sideways. Beech collapsed on the floor and Shiro jumped over his body to open the door. 
“We will find Lotto and his princess,” Shiro said to no one in particular. 
Morio ran past and turned around when he realized Shiro stood in the doorway. “We need your men to fight the Happly wizards.”
Lotto could be found later, so Shiro gathered his remaining Red Roses. Bodies littered one-third of the courtyard, as Lessa’s men couldn’t advance towards the wizards. Magical shields deflected the arrows and Lessa’s swordsmen were cut down before they could get within ten paces.
Shiro and his group advanced on the cluster of men throwing fire and blasting men apart. 
“They will be losing their power soon enough. Shield yourselves and then we will cut them down with our weapons when we are within range,” Shiro said.
The fire bounced off of their shields and their blasts of air would push them back, but finally the shields weakened and they could advance on Happly’s wizards. Shiro nodded and they had to step over bodies as they advanced. The wizards tried to run, but in moments they joined the rest of the dead Happly Keep defenders in the courtyard.
Shiro joined Morio at the gate as the last Happly fighters surrendered. Lotto came down the steps from the formal part of the keep dragging a sheet-wrapped body.
“The Duke,” Lotto said. 
Shiro looked at Lotto and at the tall woman at his side. Princess Restella looked ill-used with angry red welts on her neck. She did indeed have the fierce look of a warrior now that she was free from her cell. He bowed to both.
Morio gave them a quick bow and said, “Creeden didn’t make it.”
Lotto must have developed a close relationship with these men because he clamped his lips in obvious grief. “What happened to Pillo?” He looked around and found another man dressed like Morio standing with his arm wrapped to his chest. “There you are. Thanks for keeping the guards off of my back.”
Pillo nodded.
“Their three thousand best fighters left a few days ago, heading south to the Red Kingdom,” Shiro said. “Are you interested in pursuing them?”
Lotto shook his head and looked at Restella. “We have problems in the north to attend to. I’m afraid we will fight them on another day.”
“Captain Beech said the generals have taken over and your Valetan king is in peril,” Shiro said.
“That’s not good. We know we have to be careful on our way to Beckondale. Let’s round up the surviving Happlyan nobles and pick a leader. We need this domain on Valetan’s side. I’m not worried about the rest of the army. The villages probably can’t wait to get back to their families and we’ll give them all a share in the supplies that Happly stripped from their villages. There’s no use letting a domain starve.”
A man with the posture of command walked through the gate and laughed. “Spoken like more than a Captain, Lotto.”  He must be the Prolan general, Lessa.
“I concur with Lieutenant Mistad,” the Valetan princess said as she put her arm through his. “If you wish to stay for a few more weeks, Armand,” she smiled as she said it. “I think that you can bring enough order to the domain to head back to Prola.” She looked at Shiro. “I suggest that you take your band of wizards and Morio’s scouts and head south. There is a narrow border between Happly and the Red Kingdom. It would be worth your while to close it up, working with the King of Learsea or the Duke of Gensler.”
Morio brightened, “Anchor is down there. He’s a good man and we can start from our fort and set up defenses along the three domains.”
“If nothing else, your wizards can create a barrier from the forests,” Lotto said.
Shiro smiled. “We can do more than that, but we will be happy to help organize a frontier. We’d rather be on your side than Emperor Daryaku’s, who is behind the unrest in your land. You need to be wary of a Dakkoran wizard named Peleor.”
“We will.”
“Please excuse me. Depending on the condition of my people, we will leave as soon as possible.”
Morio put his hand on Lotto’s shoulder. His look did, indeed, speak of a close relationship. “You need to head north now.”
Shiro would have offered to teleport them, but he hadn’t been to Valetan and stayed silent. He yearned to find out how Chika and Tishiaki fared to the west and north of the keep. 
“Go to our camp and prepare it to receive the injured.” Shiro said to his Red Roses. They winked out as he walked out of the gate. The alley by the wall remained uninhabited. He didn’t waste any time and teleported to the north camp first.  He now could worry about how Chika had fared. None of the Red Rose had accompanied Lessa to the keep.
~
Men walked aimlessly through the camp. Shiro couldn’t find any evidence of conflict. He stopped a soldier.
“Where did the Red Rose go?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I suppose the same place the yellow daisy did.”
Shiro pursed his lips. “The Ropponi fighters.” He fingered his red robe.
“Oh, them. They killed the guards, poor sods, and let us out. Most of our men grabbed the sharpened sticks you people call weapons and headed towards the enemy. A wild woman led them.”
Chika. “Is everything all right up here then?”
“I’ve had enough fighting to suit me for the rest of my life. I’m heading back to my farm while there is still something to harvest.”
Shiro smiled and put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “I am a farmer myself. The best in my little village.”
“Then why don’t you go back?” 
Shiro looked into the man’s eyes and didn’t see any slight to his words. “Sometimes I wish I could.” He turned and ran toward the west. He’d scouted out the northern camp, but never the Happly soldiers on the west, so he couldn’t teleport. For a minute he considered levitating and flying and teleporting as he had done the night he met Lotto Mistad. No. Not with all of these witnesses about. He would keep that technique secret for as long as he could.
Fifteen minutes later, he still hadn’t made it very far and decided to teleport in line of sight. His anxiety for Chika’s safety grew as he found evidences of fighting. He stopped at the few Red Rose bodies amidst many more Happlyan fighters and never found Chika’s face.
Then he ran into the remnants of the Happly army. They sat in large groups on the ground surrounded by Lessa’s troops. The men looked more anxious than defeated. Perhaps Lotto had been right in that these men looked forward to going home, not any different than the Valetan farmer.
Finally he spotted a large group of Red Roses standing in front of a few men in civilian clothes. His tension evaporated when Chika’s face came into view.
“How did it go here?”
“Oh! All of the best fighters had already headed south. By the way the Happlyan peasants fought, I believe it. Still, we lost some of our people.”
Shiro nodded grimly. He yearned to take Chika in his arms and hold her safe, but couldn’t. “We are headed south ourselves as soon as General Lessa can get things organized. These troops have been told they will disband?”
Chika laughed. “They can’t wait!  Our biggest task was to keep the Valetans from slaughtering the Happly peasants. We lost a few of our people doing just that.” She sobered as she told him.
“How many?”
“We think eight dead. The injured have been teleported to camp along with those who can heal. I imagine the keep has been captured and the duke is crying like a baby.”
“Lotto Mistad killed him. All of my ten survived. We killed the Happly wizards after they had slaughtered a good number of Lessa’s men. Beech is dead. Rimmel survived.” Shiro smiled. “Peleor is in Valetan and Lotto Mistad is heading there with the Princess. It is my hope that he will kill the wizard. I’ve had enough killing for today. Are you finished here?”
Chika looked around. “I’ll give a few orders and join with you at the camp in a few minutes.” She took his hand and squeezed it, grinning. 
Shiro quickly teleported before Chika could see him blush.
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
~
SHIRO BROUGHT UP THE REAR OF THE RED ROSES as they rode towards the south. General Lessa had given them all of the horses and carts that they wanted to carry their goods along with a generous share of the duke’s gold. Shiro hadn’t been very comfortable about accepting the money, but Lessa assured him, Bessethians traditionally considered it as a reward for victory. It kept armies from looting. 
Such a thing never happened in Roppon. Looting would bring the bureaucracy, the emperor and the Guild down on any army that rampaged through the countryside. At least that was what Shiro had been told. However, he had learned to question much of what he had been told.
Chika rode at the front and Tishiaki had been left behind in Happly to help Lessa with the setting up of an administration. He’d join them in the south later. Shiro would send a Red Rose back to Happly Keep once they arrived at the fort. 
With the passing of three thousand soldiers just days before, they wouldn’t get lost. Morio and his two companions rode on ahead and would meet them where they would camp that evening. They had told him stories about Lotto and the princess of the Red Kingdom in the evenings. Shiro had made the right choice and Morio, who was the son of the Duke of Gensler, pledged forest land for his Red Roses once the war had ended. Lessa had done the same thing. Shiro had to smile at the many choices he would have for his force, once the war had ended…if they survived.
That night Morio joined him at his campfire. “Tomorrow morning we will intersect a road leading west. By afternoon we will be in Gensler territory and I’ll introduce you to Anchor. I’m sure you will hit it off. Anchor seems to be much like Lotto and you. He has hidden capabilities and has proven to be a remarkable leader. He doesn’t have any magic, however. I’m just along for the ride, but you three will help win the war for us. I can just feel it.”
“With General Lessa’s men and, hopefully, the cooperation of the Learsea king,” Shiro said. “I only hope that Lotto will survive his return to Beckondale.”
“That makes two of us. Don’t fear. He will.” Morio had a remarkably positive attitude.
~
True to Morio’s word, the towers of a large keep emerged from the forest. They passed a village first and then stopped in a field by an arm of a reddish river that circled most of the Gensler outpost.
A rider sped out of the outpost and headed towards Shiro.
“Please come as quickly as you can. There is news from Valetan.”
Chika approached. Shiro turned to her and spoke in Ropponi. “Get the commanders to settle the Red Rose. I want you with me in the castle. I hope I trust these people, but I’d like you there as my back-up.”
“I quite like it as your back up,” she said with half of a smile.
Even here! Shiro shook his head smiling as they rode towards the stone walls.
The rider led them at a fair speed through the gate and to a large building. All of the structures were stone with thick tile roofs. Flaming arrows would have little to burn in such a place. It seemed that all of the men and the few women in the outpost stopped what they were doing and gawked at them as they dismounted and walked up the steps into the cold darkness of the building.
They met Morio, who showed them through double doors into a large room filled with tables and benches. Shiro didn’t see anyone who looked like a commander and continued to follow Morio through a door in the back to a smaller room. Detailed maps of the surrounding lands covered the walls. A tall, well-built young man turned.
“This is Shiro, leader of the Red Rose, Anchor.” Morio turned to Shiro. “Shiro, this is the commander of this outpost, Captain Anchor. He has just received a bird from Beckondale via my father’s castle in Crackledown.”
“Indeed,” Anchor said. He waved a thin strip of paper. “The generals took over the castle and imprisoned the king in his own quarters. Lotto, Princess Restella and Mander Hart were able to rescue the king and kill the commanding general as well as a Dakkoran wizard named Peleor. This is good news and soon we will have more forces to battle the Red Kingdom.”
Shiro peered at the man through his powers. His body wasn’t quite normal. A disguise? No, but his appearance was the result of an enchantment of some kind. He felt an echo of power within that body, but no current affinity to the nexus. Anchor was certainly more than he seemed.
“I’d like a few words with Anchor. Alone.” Shiro said. If this Anchor gave allegiance to Daryaku, he would kill him on the spot. Chika and he could teleport out of the fort and leave. If Lotto had prevailed, they’d head back towards Valetan. At least this time he had options.
“This way, Shiro,” Anchor said with narrowed eyes. They entered a small room with a well-used table and four chairs in front of a modest window overlooking the forest. Shiro noticed the thick metal-clad shutters that could cover the opening into the outpost. “Sit.”
Shiro pulled out a chair and sat down, looking across the table at the now-seated Anchor. The man folded his arms.
“You are a sorcerer. I would like to know to whom you swear allegiance. I do not choose to follow a sorcerer of the Dakkoran Empire.” Shiro felt that bluntness was called for in this situation. He toyed with the pouch around his neck.
Anchor’s eyebrows rose. “I have no power as you likely know, my friend. You must have a great deal of it to see that I once had Affinity myself.”
“Most of the men and women of my band can wield power. We are called the Red Roses.”
“I am sure that has meaning to your troops?”
“It does. Your allegiance?”
Anchor looked out the window. Shiro hoped that the man’s thoughts were honest. “I am pledged to the rightful leader of the Red Kingdom.”
“So you are one of Daryaku’s minions?” Shiro put his hand to his sword and put up a shield of power.
Anchor stood and put out his bare hands. “You don’t have to do that. The rightful leader is the sole survivor of the King’s family, the Princess Sallia. I am her humble servant, although she doesn’t know the depth of my devotion.”
Shiro could detect an emotional attachment. The man loved the woman?
“I have heard of the princess. She resides in Gensler?”
“She does,” Anchor said. “And now I have a decision to go to her or use my strategic talents to end this war.” The decision appeared to torment Anchor.
Could Shiro trust this man? He needed to and decided to use his stone to make sure. “I have a stone that will prove that we both can be trusted.” He dropped the Sunstone onto the table showed it to Anchor.
“The Sunstone? It can’t be. It’s been lost for centuries.”
“And found in this one,” Shiro said. He picked up the stone and held it out. “Touch it, if you dare.”
~~~
 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
~
ANCHOR GLARED AT SHIRO AS IF HIS MANHOOD was questioned, but then his gaze softened. “Of course. I have touched the Bloodstone and now the Sunstone. I should ask Princess Restella to touch her Moonstone.” He shivered. “I have no desire to touch Daryaku’s gem.”
“Nor do I,” Shiro said. “Touch it, please.”
Anchor extended his hand and Shiro closed his hand before Anchor had a chance to touch it. “Sit, Anchor. The exchange of minds might disorient you.”
He sat and touched Shiro’s stone as soon as Shiro opened his hand.
Knowing what to expect, Shiro sat back and gently sought what he wanted from Anchor’s mind. Where Chika and Lotto experienced shock, Shiro could feel Anchor probe back a little here and a little there. Shiro didn’t know what the man sought or what information Anchor received from the exchange, but Anchor’s mind was well controlled as if he were a much older man. Ah, indeed, he was. 
The link ended as Anchor withdrew his hand. He rubbed his forehead. “I am a little disoriented.”
“I trust you, Wizard Unca,” Shiro said. Indeed, once Shiro had exchanged his thoughts through the Sunstone, he felt as if he had known the man that sat across from the desk for many years.
Anchor shook his head. “In this body, I am Anchor. Now I can see why the Emperors of Roppon hid the stone. The one who wields the Sunstone must be above reproach and I am sitting in front of such a man.” Anchor bowed his head. “You understand my dilemma.”
“I did not probe particularly far, but far enough. I cannot give you proper counsel, since your problem is one of the heart. I would go to Learsea with you, since it is the weakest point of your fight against Daryaku. Your princess needs her kingdom and you need your princess as a ruler to fulfill your pledge to the dead king.”
“You have seen enough!” Anchor said.
“Enough to pledge my people to your cause, but I would have done so anyway. We will accompany you to Learsea. Their leadership is weak and needs a strong advisor. I am not a Bessethian, but I will help you as I can. My first in command, a man named Tishiaki, is more seasoned at military leadership than I. You can be assured that we will stand by your side.”
Anchor put his head in his hands. “You don’t know how much I had hoped for one such as you to help me. Without my power, I am only a strategist and need additional practical minds. I’ve corresponded with the King and they are good men, but don’t have the stamina to stand alone against the usurper of the Red Kingdom.” He put out his hand and Shiro clutched it, Bessethian style. He still wasn’t comfortable with the custom of shaking hands so he bowed as well.
They walked back to an anxious group in the larger room. “We have resolved to work together. Shiro and his Red Roses will accompany me to Learsea. I have committed to be their war leader. I hope that your father will give me the southern forts as part of a joint command to take reclaim the Red Kingdom.”
“I figured that would be your decision. I’m sure my father will agree. My companions and I will go to him as soon as possible.”
“Sooner the better,” Anchor said. “With Valetan no longer as a possible ally, Duke Histron won’t delay once Happly’s forces reach him.”
“I can help you with that. Chika? Do you want to go on a trip?”
“You mean?”
“Yes ,we will teleport Morio and his men to their capital city. I am sure I can find the way through a session with the stone and Morio.”
~
Shiro exited from the small room grinning along with Morio. “This is a naughty boy, Chika. I won’t let you touch him on our way. Then again, I doubt that his companions are any better.”
That comment brought laughter from Morio. “I like Shiro now that I’ve gotten to know him better.” He looked at Chika and winked.
She turned red. “What did he learn?”
Shiro patted her shoulder. “He knows nothing that you didn’t already know. I am confident that we can teleport together after you seen where to go in the stone.”
He turned to Morio. “Get your things. You will have to leave your horses.”
Morio’s face fell a bit. “Then transport us back after I’ve talked to my father.”
Shiro smiled at the request and bowed. “Of course.”
Chika and Shiro joined with the stone briefly. 
“Not as dramatic as our first link,” Chika said with a tinge of wistful regret.
“Nothing is as good as the first time,” Shiro said. His comment elicited a kiss from her.
They assembled in the room. “We will be back within a day,” Shiro said.
“I wished that I could go with you, but I dare not. My responsibilities here, you know,” Anchor said, thrusting a sealed message in his hand.
Shiro knew the yearning in Anchor’s heart to see Princess Sallia, but Anchor’s resolve would be put to an awful test if he went. He gathered Morio and his three men and Chika around him. 
“We will link hands. You might not be able to stand when we arrive at Crackledown.” He shut his eyes and opened them in the Crackledown courtyard.
Shiro held Pillo Toras upright. Anton went down on his rear end and Morio held on, much too tightly, to Chika. She threw him to the ground, glaring at the Duke’s son.
Guards ran to them, extending their spears as they saw their ruler’s son unceremoniously thrown to the ground.
“It’s all right, they’re friends.” Morio said. “Take us to father and find Sally.”
“Sally?” Chika said. 
“The Princess Sallia of The Red Kingdom,” Shiro said.
“Oh,” Chika said, helping Anton up. Morio struggled up by himself.
They were shown into the Duke’s private chambers.
Morio brought his father up to date. Duke Jellas had just received a bird from Valetan and they exchanged information.
“It would please me to see Anchor command the Eastern forces. Valetan and Prola will invade the Red Kingdom through Gensler. Morio will stay with me.”
“Actually, we’re going back to the fort and ride our horses back. I need to check our troops along the border and tell them what is to come.”
“Check our troops or the condition of all of the taverns from there to here?”
“A little civic tour at the same time wouldn’t be out of the question,”
Duke Jellas looked oddly at his son. Evidently Morio’s rakish behavior was nothing new.
“I’d like a few minutes with Princess Sallia. I have a private message to deliver from Anchor. Chika will join us.”
The Duke rose from his seat. “Do so in here. The princess will show you to the dining hall when you are through. It’s time for our evening meal.”
Chika, Sallia and Shiro stood awkwardly in the Duke’s private chambers.
“Here is a note from Anchor.”
Sallia brushed her pale hair out of her face and looked sideways at Shiro. 
“Anchor’s message is between only you two.” Shiro pulled out his Sunstone. “Anchor told me that you wear the Bloodstone. This is one of its siblings.”
“The Sunstone,” Sallia stared at it. She didn’t take her eyes off of it as she pulled the Bloodstone from around her neck and took it out of an ornate pouch. She held it out for Chika and then showed it to Shiro.
“Close it in your hand and think of the Sunstone. I will do the same. I want to see if they still can be used to communicate.”
Sallia shut her eyes. Shiro concentrated on the Bloodstone and tried to project a message.
“Can you hear my thoughts?”
“I can,” Sallia said in his mind. She giggled like a little girl. “This is wonderful.” She said it aloud and projected it through the stone. 
“I wanted to see if the legend is true that these are communication devices. They are.” Shiro smiled. 
“Hello?”
Shiro heard another’s voice. That was something he never expected.
“I am Shiro.”
“I am Princess Sallia of the Red Kingdom,” Sallia said.
“Shiro, I’ve met. Princess Sallia, we haven’t talked since we were children. I am Princess Restella of Valetan.
“And I am Lotto.”
“Lotto, you aren’t even holding the Moonstone,” Princess Restella said, faintly heard through the connection.
Shiro got the impression of laughter from Lotto. The stones allowed some measure of nuance. He could clearly hear both Princess Restella and Lotto Mistad. He had to smile as he remembered that this was what the stones were reputedly created for. The thought excited him. He now had a better understanding why the Dark Lord would want these stones in ancient times. The teleportation technique must not have been discovered back then. He could see more benefits from face to face meetings or written missives might miss part of the physical aspect of communicating. Unfortunately, he feared that all methods would be used thoroughly before this war had ended.
“We’re linked, remember?” Lotto said.
“Oh, that!” Restella responded in what Shiro could sense as exasperation. Evidently the pair still needed to work out their linkage. Shiro looked at Princess Sallia and noted the corners of her mouth twisted up, just a bit. She must see the same bit of humor in the pair’s discussion as he did.
“Listen. Anchor and I are headed for Learsea and will help the king defend his kingdom against Duke Histron. We will coordinate our maneuvers through the stones,” Shiro said. “We can meet again tomorrow night at this time and talk about strategy.”
Princess Sallia nodded. “I will include the Duke.”
“What about Armand?” Restella said.
“Armand? You mean Lessa?” Lotto said. Shiro caught a flash of anger, or was it jealousy?
“I did. Armand.” Restella said, defiantly.
The Valetans’ emotions did come across through the stones, so Shiro hid his amused feelings as best as he could. He hoped that Princess Sallia would do the same.
“I will teleport to Happly and bring Lessa to South Keep in time to include him.”
“Good,” Lotto said. “It’s time we put an end to this war.”  There was a pause in the discussion. “You’ll have to teach me how to teleport.”
Shiro nodded, but then realized that Lotto couldn’t see him. He thought of the war and realized that reclaiming The Red Kingdom wouldn’t end the war with the Dark Lord. He didn’t want to dampen the young man’s enthusiasm, but he had to.
“Our real enemy is Emperor Daryaku. I’m afraid he won’t accept an easy defeat.”
His comment met with silence, but he could feel the determination to win build among them all. Finally, he had found the direction that he sought and true allies for the first time in his life. He wouldn’t rest until they all had ended the reign of Emperor Daryaku of Dakkor.
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CHAPTER ONE
~
The flickering light of torches together with the sounds of hoarse shouting broke through the blissful slumber of Unca, Wizard to the Court of the Red Kingdom.  How dare revelers disturb his sleep!  Unca began to shake off the lovely dream that flittered away from his memory, as he realized there was no revel in Foxhome castle tonight. It quickly dawned on him that some cataclysm had visited his home and he might be physically at risk. He threw on his robes and buckled a rusty sword to his bony hips and began to hustle out of his rooms until the cold floor reminded him that he should put on his boots.
 The singing and clashing of swordplay seemed to be growing closer as Unca reached the royal chambers. Ten royal guards, weapons drawn, stood guard and parted for the wizard. 
 “Unca!” the king said, motioning him to quickly join him as the queen helped her husband into the crimson armor of the Red Kingdom monarch. “You must find Sallia and take her to safety.” He thrust a black suede pouch into his arms. “The Bloodstone must go with the princess. I’m afraid it won’t be long until Duke Histron’s forces reach us. He won’t let us live and I’ll be damned by all of the gods if I won’t defend my castle to the death.”
 “Duke Histron is behind the fighting?” Unca said, beginning to feel a little sick. He leaned against the wall, suddenly weak. “Come with me. You three can flee.”
The king and queen shook their heads. “They have taken Foxhome and somehow he knew of a whole section of the castle’s secret passages and used them to invade us. We are undone, old friend.”
‘Undone,’ the King had said. Unca heard the defeat in the king’s voice and looked at the tear-stained face of the queen. Worst of all, his heart beat in his throat since he had unwittingly caused this debacle. Duke Histron convinced Unca to give him the plans to the passages. He told Unca that, as a birthday present, he would clean out the cobwebs and filth that had built up for centuries in one section of the secret ways and present a feast such as King Billeas had never known. Evidently the Duke’s method of cleaning included usurping the throne. He clutched the pouch and felt the teardrop shape of the Bloodstone, the ancient amulet that defined the line of Red Kingdom kings.
“Don’t just stand there man, find Sallia and hide her!”
Unca could barely stand to look at the King’s face. “I know of a way out of the castle that the Duke couldn’t possibly know. We can retrieve the princess and all find safety.”
The King narrowed his eyes. “I will not run! Neither will the Queen.” They both looked at him defiantly.
Unca glanced at the Queen, who nodded, and then lifted her chin, with tears running down her face. “Save my daughter for the good of the kingdom!” These two would not let Duke Histron define who they were. He didn’t have the time to convince them otherwise.
“Go and do as I command.” The King laid his gauntleted hand on Unca’s arm. “One last commission, my most trusted servant, tell Sallia that her mother and father have always loved her.”
“We love her,” the Queen echoed.
Guilt turned Unca’s face to flame as he ran out the doors and through the back corridors to Sallia’s quarters. The usurpers hadn’t yet attacked the wing of the castle that housed the quarters of the princess. He wiped away the tears from his own eyes and wished he now stood with the King in his chambers. Magical powers still were at his command, although they had weakened over his sixty-odd years. 
He met the Princess at the open door to her suite of rooms. Her white-blond hair looked as disheveled as Unca imagined his to be. She stamped her bare foot on the cold stone.
“I demand to know what is happening!” How did such a sweet face hide such a self-absorbed temperament? The twenty-year-old Princess Salliab put her hands on her slim hips and tapped her toes on floor.
Unca swallowed. The implication of his massive mistake clogged his throat, but he forced through the words he needed to say. “Duke Histron has overrun the palace. Your father has ordered me to take you to safety. Come.” 
She withdrew her hand and refused to touch him. “Don’t you dare touch me! What will he do to my parents?” Her violet eyes seemed as bright as an exotic flame.
Unca shuddered at the implications behind those words as she spoke. “They will certainly be killed tonight and soon.” He tried to find some kind of reaction in the Princess’s face, but his words hadn’t yet registered. “I have the Bloodstone.” He waggled the pouch at her and grabbed the sleeve of her robe and pulled… hard.
The young woman gasped behind him as the sounds of battle intruded on their conversation. Unca sighed with relief as he dragged her through the door to the Princess’s rooms and slammed it behind them, locking it, and then pulling as much furniture as he could to block the entrance. No one had ventured into this section into the palace, but it was only a matter of minutes before the intruders arrived at her door. He breathed the scent of roses and took in the white and pink decorations of Princess Sallia’s rooms. Unca imagined her her blood splattered on the walls if he hadn’t arrived in time.
“Now we’re trapped,” she said, with hands on hips, but Unca could see fear on her face. 
“Do you have a sword, Princess?” Unca said as gently as he could. He spotted the beginnings of understanding. “My parents…” The tears had come and the shock of the attack began to overtake her emotions, her eyes unfocused, her lips quivering. She weakly slapped at herself as her control began to break down. That was the reaction he sought before he had to act.
Unca turned around and slapped her face, heedless of the consequences. He looked her closely in the eye. “We must leave the castle from here and never return. Quickly, find some serviceable clothes to take with you, but not much, for you’ll be carrying them for a long distance. Put on some sensible shoes. Boots would even be better.”
He twirled around the room looking for the panel that would lead them to freedom. What kind of freedom would he have, bound to this useless young girl for who knows how long? Perhaps she would torment him for the rest of his life. Unca knew he deserved any punishment the gods meted out and at this point he didn’t care. It wasn’t just the Princess’s life he wanted to save. He had promised the king and the token of that promise lay in the pouch that he carried in his pocket. 
There!  He found the flower and the flute device he sought and twisted the flute. The door bumped ajar. Shouting and iron-shod boots began to clatter on the stone floor outside. 
“No time to gather anything. Grab a cloak, we must go now!”
Common sense finally punctured Sallia’s fear and she grabbed a cloak, and a purse of coins and a pair of velvet slippers. She padded on her still-bare feet through the open door. Unca slipped through the opening. Unca didn’t know he held his breath until the door clicked shut. He slid the iron bar across the door’s hidden latch, cutting them off from the princess’s chambers as fists pounded on the bedroom door. He exhaled and spelled a ball of light in the pitch blackness of the passage and pushed Sallia along the dark passage and down a half-flight of stairs.
The shouting and commotion that barely leaked through the stone passage door dwindled as they continued to race down steps taking them through the castle wall.
“Put your slippers on,” whispered Unca. He heard only a grunt in response, but she sat down on the dusty stone floor and put them on. She rose, lifted her chin and threw her cloak around her.
“My parents are dead,” she said, faintly as if informing herself of the awful tragedy. “My parents are dead.”
Unca nodded and continued to urge Sallia on. This passage took them to a junction. Unca didn’t know where the other passage that led back up into the castle came from, but the desperation of the situation stifled his curiosity. He took another deep breath, it seemed to be a night of deep breaths, and forced Sallia deeper down the stairs.
He thought the steps would never end until they came to a level section. This must take them underneath the moat. 
“Take your slippers off. Step carefully, Princess Sallia. There is mud on the floor.” He breathed in damp air and as he took the last step, mud covered his boots to his ankle.
“You expect me to walk through that?” Sallia said, her face screwed up in an expression of distaste. It was as if she came up for air.
“Suit yourself,” Unca said as he began to trudge through the passage. “I said watch your step, my dear Princess,” Unca said as his boots sucked and squished through the muck. He pulled his light with him and pictured Sallia standing on the last step rapidly being swallowed up in blackness.
Another grunt and four feet now made sucking sounds in the dripping passage.
“We are lucky, Princess Sallia. We could just as easily have found this tunnel filled with moat water. It shouldn’t take us long before we ascend to drier passages, then it’s a long time tramping until we reach the end.”
~
They ended their flight at a door that wouldn’t open. Unca observed the roots that grew from the edges of the stone and uttered a spell that shriveled the threads that blocked their escape.
“You’ll have to help me move this door. I’m an old man and it’s likely you match me in strength.”
“If I have to,” the Princess said, sighing.
“I have forgotten the spell for opening a recalcitrant door, my dear Princess.” If he ever knew it. He grunted while he put his shoulder to the door.
“You’re pushing on the wrong side. See the hinges?” Sallia said. “We need to pull the door open.
Unca felt his face burn in embarrassment. How could he help the Princess when his brain was nearly addled from the stress of their escape. He took yet another deep breath. At least within the realms of her grief, she could reason… perhaps better than he.
“I’ll just have to,” he said.
“What?”
Unca had just said what he thought and his face heated up again. “I’ll just have to move over. Excuse me while I touch you,”
The door creaked open a few feet and would go no further, but the exit enlarged enough for them both to tumble out in a clump inside a room overgrown with vegetation. The Princess jumped up and brushed the debris from her cloak while Unca struggled to close the door.
“Where are we?” she said, gazing up at a moon surrounded by stars. Unca followed her gaze. It might have been beautiful under other circumstances, but Unca only thought of the moon to light their escape.
“Along the Great West Road, perhaps a league from the city walls. We can’t stay here. I have a cottage far to the northwest, close to the border of Gensler.”
“There are no keeps there, only foresters and farmers. Who will save us?”
Unca sighed. “No one will save us, Princess Sallia. All we can do is hide and live our lives in obscurity for as long as possible. If we don’t, Duke Histron will send assassins to kill you. We will know when you can make yourself known. Without the Bloodstone, Histron won’t dare crown himself king.”
“He is usurping the throne, nevertheless.” She paused and Unca noticed her eyes filling with tears. The end of the tunnel escape allowed them both to look back towards Foxhome and the castle they both had called home. “My parents. They are dead,” she said and began to sob.
Unca opened up his arms and she sought the solace she needed in them. he just let her cry. No reproof for touching this time.
“What’s to become of me?” Sallia said. The darkness hid her eyes, but Unca could see the moonlight reflected off of the streaks of tears down her face. Tonight was a cruel lesson for the both of them. As he put his hand on her hair and felt her sobs, his unwitting betrayal brought tears to his own eyes. 
“Let fate decide. In the meantime, my cottage will be more than comfortable for the two of us.”
She frowned. “I didn’t know you had a cottage,” she said between sobs.
Unca laughed and it felt invigorating. “That’s the point. Few do and none know me there as the Court Wizard, except for a few, including my housekeeper. We must hurry. The Duke will have men on the road, soon enough.” The princess’s tears made Unca soften up a bit towards the girl. Perhaps a more quiet environment would help her grow up a bit. She had always been a handful for the court. Stubborn, willful and self-centered. One could only hope. It mattered no longer. Unca would have to take care of her. He looked forward to it as penance.
~
Sallia followed in Unca’s footsteps. When she thought again that her parents were likely killed, her mind seemed to have seized up. Moments of lucidity seemed to come and go as she pushed herself to follow the wizard. When those came, the thoughts of her parents, dead, with their blood on the floors of the only home she had ever known brought fresh tears. 
After continually running from the road at the sound of horses, Unca led her onto a footpath. What was she to do? An old man as her servant? Unca was hardly suited as a lady-in-waiting. She had to smile at the unprompted vision of Unca in a gown, his tall, lanky frame sticking out of an undersized dress.
Her father recently had started saying that it might be a kindness that the old man retire, but he still needed Unca’s advice and couldn’t yet let him go. Here he walked in front of her, the dim magical ball of light barely keeping  them on the footpath. How could he serve her in any way remotely deserving of her station? Perhaps they would hide for a few weeks and then the populace would rise up and displace Histron the Usurper.
They still half-crept in the darkness. Sallia surprised by unbidden fits of sobbing, tried to keep her tears to herself. She felt like someone had ripped her chest open and removed everything except the ache of her parents’ loss. She stopped and again couldn’t resist the outstretched arms of the old man. Her crying seemed to be the only sounds in the forest. Unca just let her go on for awhile. The crying seemed to be the only way she could cope with the enormity of situation.
She stood up straighter and smoothed her cloak once she regained control of her feelings. She felt the dampness of her tears as she ran her hands along the collar. When Unca told her he had a cottage, she didn’t like her father’s advisors keeping secrets from the court. But then, her father might have known. She’d never find out that or anything from her father or mother again. The thought brought more sobs and the wizard let her cry for another few moments. A mournful moon parted from a cloud and turned the pathway into speckles of dark and darker when Unca told her that they must continue on. 
Sallia complied and fought to keep up with the wizard, who proved to be more nimble on his feet than she. He stayed silent for long periods of time, only pausing to warn her about an overhanging branch or an exposed tree root. All she could see was the back of the man’s cloak and the long whitish hair turning wild as they rushed through the forest.
What could she do while she waited for the people to rise up? Perhaps Unca had a large cottage with servants who could care of her. He must have or he wouldn’t have thought of taking her into the northern wilds of the Red Kingdom. Perhaps he had a castle hidden in the forest with soldiers ready to take back her kingdom. Sallia shook her head to rid herself of the fantasies that plagued her as they continued their flight.
Their journey eventually became an unending process of putting one foot in front of the other. Sallia refused to complain. A princess must not show weakness. The thought made her chin lift in the night. On and on she vowed to continue without a call to rest. She even began to regain control of her emotions.
She sensed that she was losing control of her legs and her arms. She began to shake as the forest turned from moonlit darkness the the murky blue of the approaching dawn. She stumbled into the back of Unca.
“I can’t go on.” Even princesses had to rest, she admitted to herself, as she clutched the old man’s shoulders. He stopped and held Sallia up as her legs buckled.
“You should have said something earlier.” The look in his eyes seemed so sincere. She realized she’d never really known the old wizard even though they had talked to each other often enough. She noticed an unexpected softness in his eyes that generally pierced her along with his boring witticisms. Perhaps escaping with him would prove to be a successful exit from the horrors of the castle.
“I’m a princess and we don’t complain.” She tried to lift her chin again and assume that diffident look that had been drilled into her since she could talk.
Unca shook his head. “That doesn’t mean we don’t stop to rest before we collapse, Princess. There’s a clearing just ahead. Hopefully there is a brook close by to whet our parched throats. We can stop at an out of the way inn to eat breakfast in an hour or two. The innkeeper is an old friend from days long ago. We’ll get dressed in some less conspicuous clothes and maybe get a couple of horses. Wouldn’t that be better?”
Sallia barely had the energy to nod her head. “Better,” she said.
As they reached the clearing, Unca led her underneath a pine tree. He spread out his cloak. “Roll up in this and sleep for a bit. I’ll find some water.”
The ground looked so inviting as Unca helped her down onto his cloak. He threw the long end over her and the last thing she remembered was his face looking down.
~
“It’s time to go,” Unca said trying to gently shake the sleep from the Princess. The sun was midway to its zenith and the wizard let the girl sleep as long as she could. His stomach protested the fact that he had waited too long before proceeding, but Unca knew the rest would do her a world of good.
She stirred. Her normally sallow cheeks glowed red in the warm sun. “It’s nearly noon!  I didn’t tell you to let me sleep in!”
Unca winced at the complaint. “You needed the sleep to rejuvenate your muscles, Princess. We’re still weeks away from the cottage and you can’t make it there if you waste all of your energy the first day. I do have some bad news.”
“Histron is on to us?”
Unca lifted an eyebrow. “The man won’t stop trying to find you and will continue to search until you’re captured.” He just caught himself from saying ‘dead’. “No. You will need to act the part of my daughter.”
Sallia snorted, “Grandaughter, you mean.”
The wizard sighed with the knowledge of the truth. The Princess turned twenty-one in two months. Much to the dead king’s chagrin, Sallia had spurned every suitor since she was sixteen. As the only child, she wanted to wed a prince her age plus have him meet her own personal specifications. Such a person couldn’t be found, for her specification changed with her moods. 
“Perhaps my niece… Wait. You will be my grandniece. I will call you Sally and you may call me,” he cleared his throat, “Uncle.”
“Grand Uncle.” She nearly smiled.
Unca merely bowed. “The names are close enough to our own so if we make a mistake addressing one another it can be dismissed.”
“You’re a smart one,” Sallia said. She baited him as she had before at Foxhome. At least this time there weren’t a gaggle of courtiers to snicker at her words and provide her with an audience. Unca generally had the presence of mind to counter her barbs better than anyone else. That unfortunately made her perpetually angry with him. 
“Here.” Unca reached into a pocket of his trousers and pulled out some globes the size of large grapes. “Water that I have spelled in such a way so that we can take a drink as we walk. Alas, my skills are not sufficient to catch game as we run.” He merely shrugged. That would be the extent of his apology.
Sallia grabbed three or four of the globes and plopped them in her mouth. “These are rather fun. Why didn’t you do this in court?”
“I’m not a jester, Your Highness,” Unca said, retaining his dignity. “At any rate, I don’t accumulate power like I did when younger. Some days I think I am magically impotent.”
“Does—“ Sallia halted and swallowed with her eyes welling up, “Did Father know about this?”
“The King was not a man to hide secrets from. Although, Duke Histron did a rather dishonorable, but effective, job doing so. I can still knock down trees and the like when needed, but only a few at a time. Then I need to recharge my magical power from the nexus.”
“Ah, the nexus.” Sallia knowingly nodded. “The source of all magical power in the world. I sometimes have a hard time believing that it exists.”
“You would. The talent to use the nexus has been bred out of the royal line of the Red Kingdom for centuries. Your light, nearly violet, eyes are a result of careful pairings through the generations. The lack of magical use has made the Bloodstone merely a symbol.”
“But it is just a symbol,” Sallia said.
“It is a symbol and more. I can feel its power, even through the leather pouch that protects it. Clutching it in my bare hand and I could recharge my powers in moments rather than days.”
Sallia just scoffed. “I don’t believe you.”
Unca shrugged. Her father had the same impression about the stone, but he never discounted the power of symbolism and the Bloodstone and the Red Kingdom were inseparable. ‘The right to rule,’ the king had said often enough, ‘is tied up with the ancient amulet.’
“Enough of this boring talk.” Unca helped her stand. 
She picked up his cloak that had kept her warm and held it out for him. “Portable royal chambers. You may burden yourself with them, again.” Sallia had actually said something witty that didn’t require a reply. He smirked behind her back and followed her along the path.
A bit more than an hour later when the sun shone overhead, they exited the forest and took a track bordering the woods and tilled land stopping short of a ramshackle country inn. Four fancy horses stood at the hitching posts. Unca could see weapons and supplies tied to the steeds. Duke Histron had a faster reach than he thought.
 
~~~
Read the entire story in 
Bloodstone | Power of Youth
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