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Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   In a secluded office deep in the heart of Baron Omer’s keep, the intellect marks on Maven’s forehead flared red as the middle-aged man searched through an old tome again, reading the familiar prophecies about the Stones of Power, hoping he could glean something new that he could report to his employer. Lately the baron had become even more impatient, and it seemed to Maven that the only reason he was kept alive was the fact that he managed to report something about the stones each week which Omer had not previously known. He was not sure, however, whether he would be able to repeat his success much longer.
 
   He scanned through the notes he had gathered over three decades of study. Six stones connected to each of the six gifts. Each stone magnified the abilities of someone with the corresponding gift, allowing them to see farther, hear more expansively, draw upon greater strength, utilize a greater range of magic, or analyze more effectively. 
 
   What was more, he was beginning to hypothesize that the common way in which each gift presented itself was only scratching the surface of the potential that could be unlocked for one who held a Stone of Power. 
 
   The Hearing Stone, for example, enhanced the holder’s hearing, but was also connected with discovering magic. When the holder had the Hearing Stone, he could hear strange vibrations that came from magical items. The Hearing Stone was the only stone he had personally seen. So while it was the basis for this hypothesis, he could only make assumptions about the other stones. If the stones were made at the same time by the sorcerer Yar, then it was highly probable that they all worked the same way. 
 
   He wanted to do further experiments on the Hearing Stone, but Omer kept it hidden away. Maven wondered how the baron had come by the stone, and what his plans for it were, but those questions did not matter. The important thing was that Omer had the Hearing Stone, and he wanted to find the others. He wanted to gather them for himself, for his own gain and power.
 
   Maven jumped when his study door shook from a pounding on the other side. Omer had come for his report, and Maven had not found anything new. He began to sweat. He searched his papers for something that he knew wasn’t there. What could he tell the baron to pacify him? The knock came again, louder and more urgently. 
 
   “I’m coming,” Maven called out as he rose to his feet and went to the door.
 
   He unbolted the door and opened it. Omer pushed it open, but Maven was not watching him, his eyes were on the three men behind him. One large soldier, one magician, and one slave from Hess. “Master Omer,” Maven began. “How can I help you?” He bowed low while keeping his eyes upon the group who had just crowded his small study area.
 
   “What do you have to report?” Omer demanded.
 
   Maven sat down at his desk and rummaged through some papers. “As I studied the prophecies of the six stones and the six gifts, I noticed that there is no place where it directly names what all the gifts are. In fact I can’t find any record at all of an enhanced gift of smell. I have started looking through the ancient records for any hints of a different sixth gift,” he stammered. He was trying to delay the baron, hoping he would have an idea, but as he looked at the papers, and felt the weight of the eyes looking at him, he was drawing a blank.
 
   “You already told me that,” Omer said, cutting him off. “Did you discover anything new?” He glared down at Maven. “Anything useful?”
 
   “I found some evidence of the strength gift being connected to healing. I know that in the past you have found that your body does heal quickly. I think that is a manifestation of your gift of strength. With the Strength Stone, perhaps that would be magnified even more.” He stopped talking and looked up to Omer. He knew Omer was not impressed.
 
   “Cleavon,” Omer said over his shoulder.
 
   The magician stepped forward and bowed his head. “Yes, Baron.” Maven sank deeper into his seat. The tall foreigner wore a long, dark magician’s robe and held a straight staff in his hand. His black beard was cropped short and his black eyes were haunting.
 
   “I’m sure I have something here,” Maven said, shuffling some more papers nervously.
 
   Omer grabbed the slave and pulled him into the room. He pushed him down so he was sitting on Maven’s lap. Omer pressed a dagger into his hand. Maven looked from the dagger back up to the baron, not understanding what was happening. “What’s this for?”
 
   Without an answer, he felt a surge of pain pound through his body. He knew the cause was magic – no one was touching him, and he noticed the marks on the magician’s left wrist flaring to life. He tried to struggle away from the pain, but it intensified, flowing from the magician and into Maven, and then he could feel it moving into the slave. Omer reached into his pocket and pulled out the Hearing Stone, and placed it in the slave’s hand. The slave began to shake. “If you want your family to live, activate your gift,” Omer said to both Maven and the slave. Maven tried to ignore the pain, and the marks on his forehead deepened as he concentrated on using his gift of intellect. It was hard when his mind was filled with pain and the only problem he wanted to solve was what was happening to him and this poor slave. He also saw the red marks on the slave’s left ear darken as his gift of hearing was activated.
 
   From behind, the large guard grabbed Maven’s arm and pushed it forward, plunging the dagger into the slave’s heart. The slave dropped to the ground dead, and the pain stopped throbbing through Maven’s body. He leaned forward on the desk in complete exhaustion, then looked down at the blood covered dagger in his hand and dropped it to the floor next to the dead slave. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Maven asked.
 
   Omer did not answer, but instead grabbed Maven’s head and looked at his ear. “It worked!” The words were like echoing bombs going off in Maven’s head. What was wrong with his hearing? “Look,” Omer said as he tilted Maven’s head to the side. The magician, guard, and Omer all looked down at Maven, and he still had no answers as to what was going on.
 
   “Maven,” Omer said. His voice was thunder in his ear. “Now you have something new for that notebook of yours.”
 
   Maven tried to register everything that was happening. He had heard about gifts being transferred, but it was never done this way. What kind of unnatural dark magic was this? What did the Hearing Stone have to do with it? Was he always going to hear things so loudly? Was Omer going to keep killing slaves to transfer gifts?
 
   “Can you hear me?” He heard the question through a fog of other noises and realized after a moment that he was picking up sounds from all over the keep, and he began mumbling out loud the words he was overhearing from conversations as they came pouring into his ears. As the thoughts swirled in Maven’s head, Omer shouted, making Maven’s eyes pop open in agony and he threw his hands over his ears. He rocked back and forth, trying to gain some control over the pain in his head and the questions that he couldn’t stop from coming. Omer kept speaking, but Maven couldn’t make out the words he was shouting as he tried to tune out some of the overwhelming sounds that assaulted him.
 
   Finally some relief came when the door clicked shut. Maven looked around his office; there was a blood stain on the floor, but thankfully Omer’s guard had removed the body on his way out.
 
   In the hall outside the closed door, Maven could hear a conversation between Omer and the magician. “He’s lost his mind,” Omer said with no note of emotion in his voice. “Maybe using the stone was too much. No big loss; he hasn’t given me any useful information in a while. Can we try again tomorrow?” he asked.
 
   “Tomorrow?” the magician questioned. “Why the rush?”
 
   Omer’s voice was filled with intensity. “We need this perfected. I need an army.”
 
   Maven sank into his chair and held his hands over his ears again. Every drop of water, every noise from the rooms above him, and every time a person walked past in the hall, the sounds seemed to blast at him. He wondered if he would ever be able to get that under control. He wondered how this could happen. Maven had been one of the foremost scholars on the topic of the Stones of Power when he was studying in the capitol city of Norwell. When he was approached with the opportunity to do research for Omer, he had been excited. One of the king’s appointed barons was doing research to help prepare the kingdom against the time of The Changing, and he was going to be part of that. He had felt such pride and patriotism and now he was reduced to this. He glared at the door through which Omer had just left as he made a decision. He was going to use his new gift to spy on the baron. Then, when the time was right, he would get his revenge on Omer, and the king who would let such an evil man rule in his kingdom.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   The city of Lexingar was a mass of excitement as the tournaments came to a close. Many contestants milled through the streets, waving to throngs of fans, while some disappointed hopefuls packed up their things to return home. Recruiters for the king’s army or smaller barons’ patrols scrambled to get the best men or women signed up to return home with them, while merchants offered large sums for tournament champions to help safely deliver their supplies to distant lands. The enthusiasm overflowed past the city walls to the small tents and carts set up in the outskirts of the city.
 
   At a small cooking fire outside the city, Dune tried to carry on a polite conversation while he kept an inconspicuous eye on a large, green tent. “I actually wasn’t able to be at the jousting,” Dune responded to an out of town spectator.
 
   “It was amazing!” the man replied enthusiastically, throwing his hand up in the air. “First, Mylot blasted his opponent onto the ground, actually denting his armor, then he just vanished. Like he didn’t care at all about winning. Some say he was scared, but that doesn’t make any sense, he was the obvious favorite to win.” The man took a breath and poked at the wood, watching as it burned down to a nice bed of coals. Before Dune could respond, the man continued excitedly, “With Mylot out of the way, Yendys went undefeated every round. I’ve never seen such an upset in all my years.” He emphasized each word with large hand gestures.
 
   “That sounds pretty spectacular,” Dune answered. He didn’t care about the tournament results or even the food he had paid this man to cook; he wanted to know what was happening inside the green seekers’ tent. It had been over two hours since he had magically placed the poison into the large barrels of Han’Or, and there had still been no reaction. He didn’t know how often Mordyar’s stone seekers needed to drink the elixir to hold back the loss of sight and sanity that came with being a seeker, but he knew many of the seekers were running out.
 
   Dune turned to his blacksmith friend and couldn’t help but smile. Trae’s face was still magically deformed, so he had a large nose bent awkwardly to the side and some lumpy spots on his cheeks. While the disguise had provided protection, Dune knew he didn’t need to make his friend so ugly. But where was the fun in that? Trae nodded his head to the side and returned Dune’s attention to the green tent.
 
   A small handful of seekers were walking from the tent with their heads bowed to the ground and their shoulders slumped. Their depressed posture spoke volumes and Dune whispered, “Melna did say she would turn some away without Han’Or.”
 
   Trae nodded. “True, but I would think they’d be a little more…”
 
   Before he could finish the thought, a sword slashed through the side of the tent and a man was thrown out onto the ground.
 
   “I was faithful! How can this happen? I’ve served for twenty years!” the man bellowed.
 
   Trae moved to stand up, but Dune placed a hand on his arm. As they watched, the man drew his sword and dove back into the tent while shouting, “Give me what is mine!” Through the hole that was cut in the tent, Dune saw the man cut down and he dropped to the ground.
 
   The man preparing their food got their attention and pointed past them toward the city walls. “City guards will be coming soon. They’re always on high alert around tournament time. They have to be with this many people all coming here to try to win a fight,” he shrugged his shoulders and laughed a little.
 
   Trae had a concerned look on his face as he rested on his heels, ready to pop up at a moment’s notice. “I think I’m going to go see if I can help.” He stood up, but the man cautioned him.
 
   “If you get caught in a fight, it’s a week in the dungeon before they will even release you to tell your side of things. It’s best to keep your distance. Besides, the fire is just about ready. We’ll be eating in no time.” He reached into a crate and brought out some food.
 
   Through the cut opening in the side of the tent, Dune saw Melna rushing about now, handing out the poisoned Han’Or. She filled up the bottles that hung from the seekers’ belts. She also must have known that they would have the local guards coming. After giving it to all the gathered seekers, she held her own bottle up in the air. Dune held his breath as he watched her slowly bring the bottle to her mouth. The other seekers followed her lead and began to drink the poisoned liquid. As she was about to tilt the bottle back, she leaned her head to the side and made eye contact with Dune before he could avert his gaze. It only took a small moment for recognition to set in and she began to scream.
 
   “Put them down! Don’t drink that!”
 
   Dune stood up and began running toward the tent. Most of the seekers would be dead momentarily and he wasn’t going to let Melna escape. Trae rushed up next to him with his mace in one hand and shield in the other. “What’s the plan?”
 
   “Stop Melna.”
 
   While they were still several yards from the tent, Dune saw that some of the seekers were falling to the ground, grasping at their throats. The poison was working, but there were some seekers who hadn’t drunk it yet, and so were not affected by it. When he was about to reach the tent, a huge explosion erupted, blasting him onto his back. His ears were filled with a deafening ringing, and his world began to tilt back and forth. 
 
   While he was still struggling to get up, Trae came to his side and was mouthing something that Dune could not hear. He channeled his magic and healed his ears, then reached out and did the same for his friend. Fortunately, the magically enchanted armor Trae wore, and his own magic robe, had kept them safe from any further injury. 
 
   “Are you all right?” Trae was asking as he helped Dune to his feet.
 
   Dune nodded and groaned a little as he stood up. “I’ll live.” The explosion had definitely been caused by magic, although Dune could not tell whether it was some kind of enchanted device that had caused it, or whether Melna’s daughter Genea had been there to set off the blast herself with her magic.
 
   “Good. Let’s get in there, we have to get Melna and Genea!” Dune picked up his staff and they moved cautiously forward to the small crater in the ground and the smoldering remnants of the green tent. As they approached, some surviving seekers who had been outside the tent, or thrown out from the explosion, limped past on either side of them, or dashed out into the field in the opposite direction, trying to get away from the scene, eager to avoid drawing attention.
 
   Dune held his staff in front of himself as he searched the area for any signs of life. The seekers who remained had been killed by the blast, or perhaps they had died of poisoning before the explosion hit. Either way, most of the seekers were destroyed, the area was burned, and Melna and Genea were both gone.
 
   “Where did she go?” Trae asked as he stepped onto the scorched ground behind the magician.
 
   “I have no idea, but I bet if we find the right seeker, they’ll send us in the direction we should go.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Under the stadium in Lexingar, in the secret training ground for the King’s Guard, Mylot sat on a hard, wooden bench waiting for directions. Since he had given up his place as a sure winner in the jousting competition, he thought he would immediately be well received as a member of the King’s Guard, but instead he was largely being ignored. Sir Theodore had left to do more recruiting, and Captain Conrad, the obnoxious woman who was left to help him, had sent him into the horse stalls to clean up, then left without saying another word. Now he was sitting alone in the dark, underground training facility with no idea what to do. Why did I leave my manor, and the prestige of being the jousting champion for this?
 
   As he sat brooding, a young man came running into the facility. “We need some help! There are seekers just outside the city.”
 
   Mylot jumped up from the bench and ran for his horse, Gapol. He began throwing on his armor as other members of the King’s Guard quickly mounted and dashed out into the night. When he was dressed in his armor, he leapt up onto his horse and pulled the reins about to follow the group of soldiers when he heard a familiar voice. 
 
   “Hold on, little mouse,” Captain Conrad said. “You haven’t even started your training, and I can’t have someone as important as you getting killed on his first day.” The way she said ‘important’ was a clear mockery of his rank as the nephew of the king.
 
   “I know how to use a sword; I can help,” he objected, hoping that this would be the first of many adventures with the King’s Guard.
 
   “Not today,” she replied. Then she added as if it needed to be said, “That is an order.” Without another word, she left.
 
   He watched as two dozen specially trained soldiers went out into the field to catch some stone seekers. As a child he had heard about some magic stones and a group of evil people actively searching for them who worked for Mordyar, but he didn’t know much about stone seekers, and actually had begun to think they were a myth. But it seemed that they were real, and capturing them was something that was important enough for the King’s Guard to get involved in.
 
   Mylot stood still as the other soldiers left him alone in the stall. He removed his helmet, balled up a fist and pounded it through the hard wood wall of the stall as he screamed. It was so frustrating to sit out of this when there was finally something exciting to do. He had been taught with one of the best trainers in Denall. He knew how to fight. They asked me to join with them, not the other way around!
 
   Mylot paced back and forth in front of his horse, while still in his armor. If he had chosen to not go with Sir Theodore, he might be out there finding the seekers, he reasoned. This choice was actually holding him back. With that thought, he got up into the saddle and kicked Gapol out of the stadium horse stalls and into the night. When he got out into the streets he found that the soldiers who left before him had cleared a path in the streets, and he galloped down the main street out the southern gate of the city. When he got past the city wall it seemed the entire field was in mass hysteria. There was a large tent that had been blown up and was now a smoldering heap, with bodies all around it. Some people were running away from the tent, while others seemed to be approaching it to help put out what was left of the fire. 
 
   Mylot looked out and saw that a small patrol of city guards had set up a perimeter around the large tent, and they were directing people to stay away. The rest were following the King’s Guard chasing down people who seemed to be fleeing from the fire in groups. Why were groups of six or seven people chasing down a single person? It seemed like overkill. Mylot ducked his head down as he saw Captain Conrad pass by chasing after a man who looked like he was in his thirties. When he lifted his head up again, he saw a lone person sneaking away from the tent toward the tree line. She ran in a crouched position and she ducked behind rocks in the field as if trying to avoid being seen. This was his chance to capture a prisoner and prove his worth to Captain Conrad.
 
   He kicked Gapol into action, chasing down the woman. When he came close to her, he called out, “Hey, you there, stop!”
 
   The woman turned and looked over her shoulder. When she saw him she drew her sword and stood ready. Beneath his helmet he scrunched his eyebrows together in confusion. He was mounted and in full armor, and this woman who was probably in her fifties was drawing her sword to challenge him.
 
   Mylot pulled on the reins and stopped his horse. He was suddenly unsure how to proceed in this situation. He had never approached a potential criminal before, and now he felt lacking in authority to continue as aggressively as he had begun. 
 
   “Excuse me ma’am,” he began stupidly, but before he could ask for her name, or what she was doing, she charged forward. This was not at all how he had expected the situation to play out. Shaking himself from his shock, and realizing he would need to take some action to respond to the threat, he jumped to the ground and drew his longsword and shield, ready to confront the woman.
 
   As she closed the distance on Mylot and swung her sword in a downward strike, he stood in a ready position and raised his sword to intercept, feeling that it would be easy to disarm this older woman. As their swords clashed, Mylot was blasted backward three yards, and he landed flat on his back. As he skidded to a halt, he barely had time to recover before the woman was already attacking again. 
 
   He dodged to the side as she swung down at him. Her sword struck the ground next to him and the earth shook, making a small crater. Mylot rolled away and got onto his feet just as she swung at his middle. He braced himself in a solid stance and held his sword in place anticipating another magically enhanced strike, but even his perfect footwork, and enhanced level five strength couldn’t compete with the enchanted sword. Mylot was thrown into the air, and landed hard on his back.
 
   Mylot shook his head and quickly got back on his feet and stood facing the woman.
 
   “You are very strong,” she remarked, “and very foolish. People who want to live usually give up and run away after a single beating.”
 
   “I guess I’m a little stubborn,” Mylot replied. He shifted his sword so he held it in two hands. She approached without any concern and swung again at his middle. Instead of bracing for impact as he had on the previous attacks, Mylot dove forward. The dodge brought him under the swing of the deadly sword and he landed on the ground right in front of the woman. He grabbed her legs and threw her to the ground.
 
   Mylot stood tall above her and stepped onto her sword pinning it to the ground while still held in her grasp. “You are under arrest,” he said proudly.
 
   “Really?” she twisted her hand a fraction and the sword blasted Mylot in the bottom of his foot throwing him up into the air. As he was falling back down, the woman swung out at him again, and although Mylot held his sword in a double handed reinforced block, the woman’s weapon struck his sword, throwing him head over heels flying back into the field, and it snapped the sword in half.
 
   With a groan, Mylot painstakingly pushed himself up to one knee, and looked down at what was left of his sword. The woman advanced on him, and he realized for the first time, that he was in serious danger. This was the first time the outcome of a fight actually mattered. He tried to stand up, but his legs buckled under him. He threw the handle of his sword at the woman but she deflected it easily and continued advancing on him. Mylot turned around and half stumbled, half crawled away. He couldn’t believe this was how he was going to die, killed by an old woman before he even had a single training session with the King’s Guard. He looked over his shoulder and saw the woman closing in on him. She raised her sword above her head, and as she dropped it down at him, he fell to his back and held his hands defensively up. The sword struck the air in front of him, then stopped.
 
   Mylot looked at the blade that was inches away from cutting into his arms. Then he looked past to see the woman. She was now ignoring Mylot and frantically looking back and forth over her shoulders. “How did you do that?” she demanded of a pair of men who approached.
 
   One of the men, who was dressed in armor and carrying a mace and shield answered, “You have no power over us. If you answer some questions, we might let you live.”
 
   “Let me live?” she spat. She picked up her sword and swung it at the man. He held up his shield to stop her attack, Mylot tried to call out a warning that the sword was magic, but as he spoke, the sword and shield met in a blast that sent a rush of wind out in all directions. The man remained standing, and the woman’s sword flew backward out of her hand leaving her lying on the ground.
 
   Mylot tried to sit up, but as he did he pushed against an invisible barrier. He moved his hands along the edges and found that he was inside a cage that covered him on all sides. He turned on his side and watched the two men who now stood over the woman.
 
   One of the two men turned and looked at Mylot. “You don’t need to be part of this conversation,” he said, then he waved his hand and Mylot’s world went silent. He could see them questioning the woman but he didn’t know what they were saying. He banged his hand against the barrier that trapped him in, but it was not moving. Who are those two? What are they saying? How did that woman beat me?
 
   After a short time the man with the armor tied the woman’s hands and feet together, picked her up and deposited her in a heap right next to Mylot. The man who had an astonishingly large nose waved in a friendly way, then he joined his companion as they walked back to the city.
 
   As the men moved into the distance the ground under Mylot began moving and he turned to see some horses approaching. Captain Conrad pulled her horse to a stop in front of Mylot. She looked furious and as she opened her mouth to speak, he was disappointed to find that the magic barrier vanished.
 
   “What are you doing?” She demanded.
 
   Mylot rolled over and pointed at the woman to his side. “I saw her sneaking to the woods, I came to help.”
 
   “Get off the ground, and go back to the barracks. We’ll decide what to do with you later.” She turned her horse around and charged after another seeker who was getting close to the woods. Mylot noticed that she had two other seekers tied up on horses behind her. Despite complete humiliation, he found himself again admiring her skill. There was definitely something he could learn from her expertise.
 
   In the stables he removed his own armor, brushed down Gapol and saw that he had food, then he walked slowly down the stone corridor to sit on a hard wood bench. As he waited for the other seekers to return, he began writing a note.
 
    
 
   Sir Rodnik,
 
   I have failed in almost every way possible. You trained me well, and I left the tournament early. I am sorry. I will do everything I can to follow in my father’s footsteps, but I might not even be trained for the King’s Guard, and if I am kicked out of this training, I will come home in complete humiliation. 
 
   Whatever does happen, please continue with our plan to find my half-sister Maggie. I need to fulfill my father’s dying wish to get the chest to her. If I fail in everything else, I will not fail in that. When you get home tell mother that I will be writing her soon.
 
   ~Mylot
 
    
 
   Mylot looked down at his note and all he saw was weakness. Excuses for failing. He was about to crumple it up when it was ripped from his hands.
 
   “What’s this, little mouse?” Captain Conrad asked as she passed by him. She looked down at the note for a brief second, then back to Mylot.
 
   “It’s nothing,” he responded as he extended his hand for her to return the note.
 
   She held it for a moment. “Hmmm.” She stood as if trying to figure out what to do next, then she placed the note back in his hand. “Come with me.” 
 
   She walked down the hall a short distance then she pushed open an oak door. Mylot followed her into the small room that had a sturdy but plain bed, a desk and an old ladder backed chair.
 
   “What is this?” he asked.
 
   “Your quarters,” she said pointing around the space that was smaller than any bedroom he had ever seen. It was smaller than the servants’ quarters in their estate. But despite the size and humble furnishings, being shown to his quarters meant something much more important.
 
   “So I’m staying?” he asked.
 
   Captain Conrad nodded her head. “But this little act of stupidity tonight has pushed back your training substantially.”
 
   “Pushed back my training? What do you mean?” he questioned as he set down his pack on the desk next to the note.
 
   “For the next month you’ll be studying and you’ll be on cleaning duty.”
 
   “Studying?” Mylot repeated with a quizzical look. “What will I need to study?”
 
   The captain pushed past him to stand in the doorway, “Being part of the King’s Guard is not just being a body guard for the king. We do many other things that cannot be completed by anyone else. We chase down seekers, as you saw tonight. We investigate threats to our nation, we lead forces into battle, we go under cover, and we train soldiers to support the lesser barons. Wherever there is a need, we are sent in. We are trained to be the best, so the king can send in one or two people and the problem will be solved. To do that we need to be strong,” she patted his shoulder to emphasize his gift, “but we also need to be fast, and brave and smart. Now go muck out the stalls, and when you get back I’ll have some reading material here waiting for you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaz flexed his hand as he gripped his magical iron ash bow and he looked through the woods down the trail that led west toward Omer’s realm. As he thought of Omer and their mission to free the slaves which Omer kept hidden from the king, he clenched his jaw and breathed out in derision. He could hardly wait to get back into that region of Denall and help the people who lived there. It would take them several weeks on horseback, but after learning that almost every misfortune that had happened during his Troven had been caused by one of Denall’s most powerful barons, Omer, he knew he needed to go back. 
 
   He pressed one of his magically enchanted rings into his side to warm up from the chill of the coming evening, then looked to his right at his riding companion, P. As he looked at her he wondering how she had found a group of secret slaves, and how she would have the resources to help them while not having a way to get the help from another baron, or even the king. He knew that Omer had a lot of political power in the country, and he was one of the wealthiest barons, but even he couldn’t get away with something this egregious. 
 
   Kaz stared for a long moment at her. It was hard to believe that someone so pretty had sought him out and wanted him to go with her on this quest. Without looking at him she spoke, “What?”
 
   Kaz looked down. “Nothing, I was just…”
 
   “Staring at me, I know,” she interrupted. “Did you need something?”
 
   He looked back up at her. Now she was staring him down with those penetrating eyes. “No, nothing at all. Just wondering how long we’re going today before we stop.” It was starting to get darker and Kaz worried that they’d be setting up their camp in the dark again. He didn’t worry so much about himself as he could see in the dark with the Sight Stone, but Digger and the other slaves were not so lucky. Not only were they strongarms, but they didn’t even have thick travel clothing like he did. They had already traveled a lot, spent the evenings in thin tents and ragged clothing, and now they were forced to march through the darkness. 
 
   “Soon,” P responded. She turned her head and continued down the path without saying anything else.
 
   Kaz wanted to make a sarcastic remark, but remembered what happened last time she didn’t like how he did or did not respond to her questions. He didn’t feel like getting slapped again, so he kept silent. As they continued late into the evening, Kaz had so many questions he wished he could ask, however he did not want to be the first to break the silence, so the night remained silent except for the footfalls of their horses and the men who followed. Though not the fastest way to travel, they walked through the dwindling light. Kaz was grateful for his horse that was able to keep a steady, slow pace without faltering. 
 
   Suddenly, though Kaz had seen no sign of danger, P made a motion to the men and they began walking more quickly down the path. Not sure if it was something P had heard in the distance, or something she knew was waiting for them up the path, Kaz tested his bowstring and prepared for whatever was up ahead. After a couple of minutes, Kaz was shocked by what he saw. In the distance there was a small encampment of four makeshift tents similar to those carried by the men. Worn canvas was thrown over ropes that were strung between trees. While the canvas could not provide complete protection from the wind, it provided some shelter from precipitation. In the camp he counted fifteen men in all, mostly thin and wearing little more than rags. They had a look in their faces that was not consistent with their destitute condition: hope.
 
   P slowed her pace and walked her horse next to Kaz. “I wanted you to see this,” she said as she jumped down from her horse. “You’ve already met Digger and Pence,” she said, pointing to the two men they had been walking with. “This is Asher,” she said, motioning to an older man who grabbed the reins of Kaz’s horse and held out his hand to help Kaz dismount.
 
   Kaz got down from his horse and stood face to face with Asher. “It’s nice to meet you,” he said, extending a hand. 
 
   Asher looked questioningly at Kaz’s hand and instead threw his arms around Kaz’s neck. “You’ve come to help free my people. That makes us family, and in my family, we hug,” he said with a broad smile.
 
   “I’ll do what I can,” Kaz said, not sure if he had done anything to earn the man’s affection, but hopeful that he could save the people of Hess and bring down Omer. While P spoke with Digger and another slave he hadn’t met, Asher pointed to the other people who were thronging around. First Dirt and Smudge, a father and son approached. The father, in his mid-thirties proudly introduced his teenaged son. After hugging them, Kaz leaned over to Asher. “Dirt and Smudge? How did they get those names?”
 
   Asher sadly shook his head. “I think it’s a bit of a joke among some of Omer’s guards. They give names to the slaves who are born in Hess, so we’ll never forget our place.”
 
   “What about you?” Kaz asked, now wondering more and more about Hess and the people who were there.
 
   “I wasn’t born in Hess,” he said with a far away look. “I was brought here and sold to Omer’s father forty years ago. Some of us were brought in secretly, but most of the people in Hess now are ones who were born into bondage under Baron Luc. There used to be slave quarters all over the Luc Barony. When the old king abolished slavery, Omer’s father realized that he would be ruined without the free labor the slaves provide. He freed the slaves from most of the locations on his land to make it seem as though he was willing to comply with the new law, but secretly kept the slaves from three of the locations and established the village of Hess on a barren section of land far from any of the main roads.”
 
   “How many people live there?” Kaz asked as he looked around at the men who had come to meet with him.
 
   “About three hundred families, and nearly two hundred single men and women. No one gets married without approval from the Keep.”
 
   Kaz felt a slight hug from his side and turned in surprise to see a thin young man looking up at him with extraordinarily large, blue eyes. He moved to put his arm around the youth and return the hug, but when Kaz patted his back, the young man moved away hastily and held his hands in front of his face defensively. “It’s okay,” Kaz said reassuringly. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   Despite Kaz’s words, the young man ducked away behind the other men from Hess. “That’s Seed,” Asher said, pointing. “His mother died when he was very young, and his father was killed shortly after that by one of the guards who oversees our village – got caught trying to organize a school of sorts for the young ones.”
 
   Kaz’s eyes shot open wide at hearing this. “He was killed because he wanted the children to learn?” 
 
   “Oh yes. The intellect who comes through every now and again to evaluate how our village is being run explained to the guards one year how keeping our minds dull would keep our bodies sharper for work. They have taken that very seriously. I’m one of only three slaves who can read at all, and I learned that long ago before I was ever brought to Denall.” Then, seeing the shocked look on Kaz’s face he added, “Our people don’t have much in the way of book learning, but they have studied how to protect each other, and save them from as much misery as they can. After his parents died, the whole village worked to help take care of Seed. He’s got a willing heart, but he’s a little skittish.”
 
   “Both my parents died when I was young too,” Kaz said quietly as he watched Seed make his way shyly over to P. “My village all helped to take care of me too. I was really grateful, but it isn’t the same as belonging in one place. Seed must have had a hard life.”
 
   “All the more because of the way people in our village are treated by Omer’s men.” Asher agreed with a low growl in his throat.
 
   Kaz looked back through the men and tried to make eye contact with Seed. When their eyes met, Kaz waved in a friendly way, but Seed ducked out of sight. 
 
   “How is it that you were able to escape? It seems like seventeen men going missing would raise the alarm among the guards.”
 
   “Ah, that is a story to learn from our Lady Pentra here.”
 
   The crowd from Hess parted slightly and Kaz looked to see P coming through with Digger and Seed clinging tightly to her side. 
 
   “Kaz here wonders how so many men were able to escape from under the nose of Omer’s guards.” Asher said loudly enough that everyone in the little camp could hear. There was some scattered snickering, and everyone turned their eyes on P.
 
   P offered a crooked smile and looked around at the gathered men. “What are you talking about, Asher? No one escapes from Omer. In fact, I don’t see any men here at all. I only see ghosts.” There was a hearty round of laughter at this pronouncement. “These are slaves which were killed during a raid on one of Omer’s merchant wagons this summer. The guards had been woken in the night by the sound of two dozen crazed, masked bandits who swooped down upon them unawares, killed all of the slaves, and made off with the wagons. The guards reported seeing the bloody bodies of the slaves as they left in pursuit of the wagons, and when they returned, a pack of drams had arrived, and only the bloody clothing was left to bring to Omer as proof of the raid.”
 
   Kaz was speechless as he looked around the group of men. He finally managed to ask, “So what really happened.” 
 
   “I told a crew of thieves where they could expect to find Omer’s wagon. Happy for the tip I provided, they agreed to fake the death of the slaves hauling the supplies.”
 
   “What about the drams?” Kaz asked.
 
   “The thieves spread a special potion to attract the drams and covered some old clothing in pig’s blood,” she explained, as she crouched down to finish the story. “What made it even more convincing was that I made a donation of ‘special’ wine to the guards the day before to ensure they were a little out of it and easy to scare and fool.”
 
    
 
   “Lady Pentra was amazing! It was the most exciting night of my whole life!” Smudge exclaimed as he gestured animatedly with his hands.
 
   “Yes, well, tonight has also been an exciting one. We have found an archer of unmatched skill to join us. Omer will answer for all he has brought on your families.” There was a cheer that went up at these words, and Smudge jumped in the air excitedly. “But we will need our strength for the morning. Everyone get ready to turn in for the night.” 
 
   The group slowly dispersed, though Seed stayed where he was at P’s side, watching Kaz shyly.
 
   “He seems to like you,” Kaz said, nodding at Seed. The young man flinched and hugged tightly to P.
 
   “Seed and I have been friends for many years,” P said, looking down at the young man. “I used to live in Omer’s keep,” she explained. “My mother and I used to sneak food out to Hess. We tried to do more to help the people, but Omer is an evil man.” 
 
   Asher came up to P and bowed down low. “My Lady Pentra,” he said, then he turned to Seed and gestured to a nearby tent. “Come on, Seed. You need sleep as much as the rest of us.” The young man gave P a quick wave and went to settle in for the night. It seemed that Asher was also simply going to retire for the evening when he suddenly turned and caught her in a tight hug. 
 
   Her shock was evident on her face, and Kaz couldn’t help but be amused at the way her composure had been thrown off. He tilted his head to the side and smiled and she gave him a slight glare.
 
   “Pentra,” Kaz said as Asher pulled away and began moving toward his tent, “that’s a nice name. Why don’t you use it more often?”
 
   She looked around the now quiet camp, then leaned in close to Kaz and whispered. “On this quest you’ll probably learn some things about me and my past. This mission is very close to my heart, so that is unavoidable, but don’t press your luck. If things go wrong, and you know too much, you will be in a great deal of danger.” The look in her eyes gave no room to doubt the seriousness of her words. Kaz silently nodded with wide eyes. “Now it’s probably best that we set up our own sleeping arrangements for the night and get some rest; we’ll be leaving early in the morning.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning began early with breaking camp, eating a small breakfast, mainly from Kaz and P’s saddle bags, and moving west toward Omer’s realm. While they travelled, P was up next to Digger, and Kaz trailed behind next to Asher. From Asher, Kaz learned about the people in Hess. How they lived in small cabins, worked long days and were given small amounts of food, clothing; and tools to get the work done. For several years P, or Lady Pentra as they called her, had been trying to gather resources and get help for them, but all her attempts had either been ignored or had been thwarted by Omer, so now she was taking things into her own hands.
 
   After walking as far as the more frail men in the group could make it, P called for them to stop for the night, and they quickly got their camp set up.
 
   After the meager tents had been set up and the horses turned out to graze, Kaz was setting out his own bed roll and removing his bow and quiver from his back when he noticed several of the men whispering with Digger and casting shy glances in his direction. He decided to play it casual and continued on with his evening preparations as though he hadn’t noticed. A few minutes later when Kaz was sitting on the ground, and had ceased appearing to be busy, Digger approached and slapped him on the back. “So how about a bit of a demonstration?” he said, and the other men around stopped what they were doing and turned to watch.
 
   Nodding amiably, Kaz stood up and retrieved his bow and two arrows. He held one together with the bow in his left hand, and eased the second onto the bowstring. “Pick a target,” he said confidently. With his training from Boon, he knew that anything they could see, he could easily hit.
 
   P stepped forward and held up a throwing knife. “I’ve got a challenge for you,” she said as she made her way to a tree that was fifty paces away from Kaz. “I’d like to see you stop this knife,” she said, holding it up in her right hand, “from hitting you.” 
 
   She drew back her arm to throw it at Kaz, but he was anticipating this kind of challenge. Hitting a knife while it was in flight would be next to impossible, but he had another plan. As she began moving her arm back, he drew his bow and shot an arrow before she had time to throw the knife. The arrow flew through the air and pierced the sleeve of her shirt, pinning her right arm to the tree. The men around the camp applauded. Kaz was keeping his eyes on P though, and noticed that her free hand had slipped down to her waist band. Without missing a beat, Kaz nocked and fired the second arrow, pinning her other arm to the tree as well. The crowd fell into a stunned silence as they all looked from P to Kaz and back to P. 
 
   P nodded in approval with a wide grin on her face, and dropped a second knife from her left hand onto the ground in front of her. As realization dawned on Digger’s face he burst out laughing and moved to pick up the knife from the ground.
 
   “Our friend is wise as well as skilled with a bow! Never take your eyes off of Lady Pentra when she has a challenge for you!” He waved the second knife in the air for all to see, and the men burst into cheers again. Digger helped P free her left arm, and turned to return the arrow to Kaz. 
 
   “Nicely done.” P pulled the first arrow from the tree and returned it to Kaz. “Your fans await,” she added with a tilt of her head. Kaz looked over his shoulder and saw the entire group of men all looking at him with anticipation. 
 
   “Hi,” he said, waving in a friendly way. He realized then that though he had been introduced to most of them, he didn’t remember all of their names. He also didn’t feel completely comfortable calling them things like Smudge and Seed.
 
   Samel, one of the men he did remember from the previous day, stepped up and shook Kaz’s hand. “We were wondering if you wouldn’t mind showing us how you did that.” He pointed to the tree where Kaz had shot his arrow.
 
   “I’d be happy to,” Kaz responded eagerly. He was glad for the chance to help these men, especially doing something that he was good at. “Get your bows and arrows and we’ll get started.” He saw Seed standing by shyly, and thought to give him a special job. “Seed, could you get me a few more arrows from my quiver?” The young man smiled happily and went to where Kaz’s quiver was lying next to his bedroll. He drew out two standard arrows, and then slowly pulled out one of the black feathered arrows that Kaz had received from Boon when he had given him the bow.
 
   “Oh, not those arrows,” Kaz said hastily as he started walking toward Seed. The young man quickly dropped the arrows and backed away as though he had been burned. “It’s not a big deal,” Kaz said reassuringly, “it’s just that these are special, magical arrows. In fact, I’m not even sure what they do!” he added with a laugh. “It’s probably best not to use them unless we are really eager to see something big happen.” He smiled as he held the quiver out for Seed. “Why don’t you just follow me with the whole quiver, and we’ll see what you can do?” Seed hesitated for just a moment before taking the quiver and slinging it over his bony shoulder. 
 
   Though Kaz had taken note of the fact that all the men did seem to have bows and a quiver full of arrows, he hadn’t paid close attention to their equipment until now as he turned around to survey the group of excitedly chattering men... As each of the men lined up in a row about twenty paces from a large oak tree, it was now obvious that they were each carrying a bow with the crest of the Lexingar city guard stamped into the grip. He also recognized many of the arrows as being the same regulation arrows that had been issued to the contestants during the archery tournament he had competed in only days ago.
 
   He casually took a bow from the nearest man as though inspecting it for soundness, and turned a quizzical look on P. He tapped the crest with his finger and raised an eyebrow. 
 
   “Baron Clifton is a good friend of Baron Omer. He was happy to make a donation to our worthy cause,” she said with a sly smile, then turned and walked away toward the fire without another word.
 
   He couldn’t help but grin at that, and returned the bow to the man he had borrowed it from. He cleared his throat and looked over the little band of freedom fighters who were clearly in need of any “donations” they could come by.
 
   “I’d like you to aim for the tree,” Kaz began. The men all nodded confidently. “Try to hit the small knot right there,” he said as he indicated a rather large blemish on the tree trunk about six feet up from the ground... Their trepidation was clear on their faces as they looked back and forth at each other. “Just show me what you can do at first and we’ll work together to get better.”
 
   They pulled back on the bows and released a volley of arrows into the woods. Two of the men hit the tree, but not very close to the knot, and the others missed the tree completely. Kaz exhaled slowly. This was going to take a lot of work.
 
   “So where do you aim?” Samel asked as he pulled out a second arrow.
 
   “That’s a great question,” Kaz said, “I sight down the arrow shaft, trying to see exactly where it will go. You see when I pull back the arrow, it comes to here…” he started to explain as he drew an arrow and put it to his bowstring.
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” Samel interrupted. “I mean on a soldier. Where do we need to hit someone to kill them?”
 
   Kaz released the pressure on his bowstring. The question had caught him a little off guard. He did a lot of target practicing, but he hadn’t actually shot an arrow with the intent of killing someone since he had saved the caravan from being attacked several months before. But this mission was not about teaching men to shoot at targets. It was about teaching slaves to stand up to a tyrannical leader. It was about taking men who couldn’t hit a tree and helping them learn to kill. He knew it was why he was here, but it still felt different training them to target human beings.
 
   Kaz took his arrow off the bowstring and tapped it against the middle left side of Samel’s chest. “The heart,” Kaz said as the arrow rested against Samel. “If you can hit it, that will kill a man. Almost all arrows in the chest area will eventually kill, but the heart will take them down immediately. Just like hunting animals,” he said, pointing to a rabbit he had shot earlier in the day which was now cooking on a spit over the fire. “If you aim for this region,” he drew a circle around Samel’s upper body, “there is always something important inside.” There was a murmur of agreement from the little group of men who had now gathered around to hear Kaz’s words more clearly.
 
   “What about when they are wearing armor?” Samel asked.
 
   Kaz had no experience taking down armored soldiers, but realized as he thought about it, that he did have an answer for Samel. Boon had shown him some standard places where chinks had to be in armor. He smiled wryly as he remembered his mentor’s words on the final night he had spent with the man, “Kaz, I want to give you a piece of advice. There is only one job that will pay top dollar for sharp-shooting distance archers -- assassinations. If you choose to go down that road it will be difficult to come back.”
 
   “What should I do?” Kaz had asked, surprised by Boon’s declaration, and even more surprised that he wasn’t frightened by the prospect.
 
   “Just be sure of your target,” Boon had told him. “One shot from your bow could end the reign of a tyrannical leader, but it could also destroy a nation. Remember what you have learned.” Boon must have had an idea all along of where Kaz’s path would lead him. He took in a breath and answered Samel’s question.
 
   “There is often a joint in the armor between the helmet and the breastplate, and in other places where a person needs some freedom for movement. These places are hard to hit, especially if someone is moving. When you are first learning, if there is an armored soldier charging at you, I recommend shooting his horse. If he’s not riding a horse, I’d try to carefully target where he is not protected. A shot to the leg might not kill him, but it will drop him, and allow you to get away safely. I never noticed any of Omer’s men wearing anything more protective than leather leggings over their pants.”
 
   “What about when we’re better?” Samel asked. “Where would you aim?”
 
   Kaz shrugged slightly, then drew his arrow in his bow and released, hitting the center of the knot on the tree. “Every soldier needs to see. No matter what kind of armor they are wearing they need an opening for their eyes. That’s where I target.” Kaz looked down the line of men and nodded approvingly. “It just takes a little practice, so let’s get going.”
 
   Kaz helped the men take a dozen practice shots with their bows. He gave encouragement, tips, and even offered to go hunting with them when they felt ready. After a small dinner meal, Kaz retired to his bedroll, and lay down with his bow in hand.
 
   In the morning, Kaz woke early and chewed on some dried jerky and prepared for another day of walking. This routine continued, and the travelers became used to the schedule. Although their pace was slow, they covered quite a bit of ground each day, walking almost constantly from sun up to sun down, and doing some training in the evenings after they stopped. At this pace they would travel back to Hess in half the time it had taken the caravan to get to Lexingar. 
 
   Each day as they travelled, Kaz would scout ahead with Samel, Asher, or another man from Hess, and return with at least one animal for their supper. After a week of this rigorous routine, with Kaz providing food, he noticed that the slaves were starting to fill out their skeletal frames, and they were getting much better with their bows.
 
   After the first week, the evening routine was expanded. While Kaz trained with half of the group after they had made camp for the evening, P had the other half practicing some basic attacks and defenses using long, straight sticks that they used as staves. Kaz was impressed at how well she was able to whip the staff around and teach the men how to mimic her movements. He wasn’t sure how well they would do facing trained and armed soldiers with their almost non-existent skills, using bows and self-made staves, but it was better than nothing, and it was all they had.
 
   One evening as they ate around the fire, P leaned in to talk with Kaz and pointed at his rings. “Where did you get those?”
 
   “Do you remember Dune from the archery tournament?” he asked.
 
   “Sure,” she responded. “He almost beat you,” she added with a smirk.
 
   Kaz glared, but did not respond to her taunt. “He enchanted them for me back in Lexingar.”
 
   “He must be a strong magician,” she commented.
 
   Kaz wasn’t sure what she was talking about. The rings were much stronger now that Dune had charged them, but he didn’t know how P would know a magician’s strength. “What makes you say that?”
 
   “They are practically singing!”
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asked, not sure if she was saying that as some kind of joke he wasn’t aware of. 
 
   P released a breath and reached out to take Kaz’s hand. She looked down at the ring for a moment before releasing her grip on him. “It’s hard to explain, but when I concentrate my hearing through the Hearing Stone, I can sometimes hear vibrations from objects or people. I learned a while back that the vibrations are a residue of magic.”
 
   “You can hear magic?” Kaz raised an eyebrow in disbelief.
 
   “Not really magic itself, like when it’s being performed, but I can tell when something has been enchanted by magic.” She looked around for a moment, then pointed to Kaz’s bow. “Your bow is enchanted with magic. When I focus on it I can hear a faint humming sound, like the magic is alive inside the bow. It takes serious concentration.”
 
   “Does it only work with the Hearing Stone?” Kaz asked. P nodded. He had figured out that she was a stone holder before they had left Lexingar, but now was the first time she had acknowledged it.
 
   “That’s amazing! I wonder if I can see magic. How did you do it?”
 
   P looked at Kaz hopelessly. “I don’t know how I can sense the magical vibrations; it’s just something that I discovered through experience.”
 
   “Try to teach me,” he said, almost a begging.
 
   “I really don’t think I can,” she admitted. “It just happens. Try using the Sight Stone to look at objects. See what happens.”
 
   Kaz looked at his bow, then at his rings, and even pulled power through the stone and looked at P. “It just focuses in close on things,” he reported.
 
   She patted him on the head playfully in a way that made him feel like a puppy. “Keep practicing,” she encouraged, “maybe there is something else you can do with the Sight Stone other than focusing in on distant details.”
 
   “I wonder if I could develop the power to see through things,” Kaz mused.
 
   “If you do,” she said in a serious tone, “You’d better keep your eyes to yourself, or I’ll slap you silly, young man.” Although her tone was very stern, her face cracked with a smile. 
 
   “Speaking of slapping me silly,” Kaz began, “How did you learn to use the staff and throwing knives like that?”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders a little, “My father insisted that I take lessons when I was young, until I became too good, and he worried I’d hurt someone. I practiced secretly every day, and even took some more lessons when I left on my own.”
 
   “Well let me tell you this,” Kaz said with his eyes open wide. “You’re a scary person.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   “This leg of our annual journey is my favorite part,” Angela told Farin as they marched in full armor, keeping pace with the caravan.
 
   “Why do you say that?” he asked. The time spent traveling with Algernon’s Caravan for three months, then camping outside Lexingar for the tournaments, had all pretty much seemed the same to Farin, who had grown up on a farm; traveling, setting up camp, selling wares. It was a routine that he enjoyed, but he didn’t see how one part was different from another. 
 
   “Just look around you. The stream is constantly flowing, creating that calming sound. You can see the rolling hills continuing all the way to the horizon. There is no hustle of the city. It's just calm and peaceful; it's perfect.” 
 
   Farin loved the way she looked when she was excited about something. While it was usually excitement about sword fighting, it was always great to see Angela happy. “Wow, it sounds beautiful when you talk. When I see this road ahead, I focus on the openness and how it might be filled with bandits. There aren’t any patrolling soldiers, or guards. When I don't see anyone for miles I think of how far we are from people who could help when those bandits strike. I guess I’ve just been traumatized by so many bad experiences back in Omer’s realm, drams attacking us on the road, being abducted by bandits, followed by thieves, and having my brother killed, a lot of bad things have happened while I’ve been traveling. I love that you find the beauty in life. I wish I could see things the way you do.”
 
   “You will. When we get around the north end of Lake Gulpa we can see the snow-peaked mountains and the small villages are so welcoming and kind. I'm sure you'll love it. I always pictured myself settling down in this part of Denall.” Then Angela casually slipped her hand into his. “I've just always pictured myself settling alone until now.” She turned to look up at Farin, clearly expecting a response. She was biting her lower lip as she often did when she was nervous.
 
   “I've never really thought much about settling down; all I've ever thought about was getting out of Dungan.” Farin answered honestly. Angela let go of his hand and her nervous look turned to annoyance. “That is until I met you, of course,” Farin quickly added.
 
   “Nice try,” Angela said with a shove. “It's a good thing you're pretty because your way with words is not going to impress anyone.”
 
   “Well I guess it's good I get to practice my words with you. All I've had before is other stubborn animals.”
 
   “What do you mean other stubborn animals?” Angela was getting very irritated with Farin and she was terrible at hiding her feelings.
 
   “That's not what I meant. I was just trying to agree with you.” Farin answered quickly, raising his hands up defensively. 
 
   “You were agreeing with me by saying that you didn't think of a future together, and then you compared me to farm animals? I think I need some space.” Before he could answer, Angela broke into a jog and moved to the front of the caravan where she resumed her walking pace. Farin knew better than to try to apologize to her now. She was in a bad mood and he would probably end up getting tongue tied again and undoubtedly find another way to offend her.
 
   The next two days were spent in an awkward truce between Angela and Farin. They walked at different parts of the caravan and then practiced separately until Blade insisted that they have some practice matches, which were very intense, aggressive and always completely silent save for the sound of clashing swords. Farin hated when Angela was mad. He had come to rely on her as his only friend, and despite knowing that it was temporary, losing her companionship was difficult.
 
   Although he hadn’t said it to her directly, he did see her in his future. That was why, after the tournament in Lexingar, he had chosen to stay with the caravan. He enjoyed traveling, training, and he was not scared of hard work, but when he was being completely honest, he knew that she was the reason he stayed. As the day wore on, Farin was getting up the nerve to go up to the front of the caravan to apologize to Angela when Odon brought the caravan to an unexpected stop by a fallen tree that was blocking the road. Before anyone could return to their wagons for weapons, or prepare for an attack, Farin heard a slight rumbling to their left. 
 
   “Landslide!” he screamed.
 
   Farin ran toward the front of the caravan, shouting for people to take cover. Most people, knowing of his enhanced hearing, listened and found their way to their wagons. He continued running, trying to make his way to Angela. When he was still several wagons away from her, the rocks and dirt smashed to the ground next to the road, half burying Odon’s wagon and throwing up a cloud of dark dust. Farin closed his eyes and ran into the thick cloud as he called out for Angela.
 
   “I’m here by Odon,” she called back. “He’s hurt. Odon, stay with me. Can you hear me? Please, say something Odon,” Farin could hear her coaxing as Odon answered sluggishly. Farin arrived just as Odon’s wife ran to his side.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked as she knelt down and cradled her husband’s bloody head.
 
   “People are coming,” Farin whispered. “I can hear them over there, and there.” He pointed to several places around them, but he was sure she could barely see him through the thick cloud of debris.
 
   Odon groaned in pain and moved to roll over as he came to consciousness. “Ohh,” he moaned. “What happened?”
 
   “It’s an ambush,” Farin explained. “They’re circling around us, probably waiting for some of the dust to settle before they move in.”
 
   “Can you stop them?” Odon’s wife asked.
 
   Farin grabbed Angela’s hand. “Absolutely.” He pulled her up to standing and they moved through the now thinning cloud toward the closest person. Farin picked up a rock and handed it to Angela. He pointed out to his right, and she hauled back and threw it in that direction. They heard a man scream out in pain and fall to the ground. “I think you broke his arm,” Farin said with a grin.
 
   “Where are the rest of them?”
 
   Farin focused for a moment on the sounds all around them, listening for the breathing and shuffling that was different from the now familiar voices of the caravan members. “There are a few in the ditches, but most are waiting on the far side of the fallen tree,” he responded.
 
   “Then let’s do this!” Angela responded with a grin. “You take the right, I’ll take the left, and we’ll meet on the other side of the tree.” Without waiting for a response, she began moving over the rocks and dirt around the left side of the tree.
 
   The bandits were strong, wild fighters who relied on brute strength and fear to get them what they wanted. Farin and Angela moved quickly through the band of men, dispatching them with little effort. Farin used his enhanced hearing to know when a bandit was hiding in a bush, or coming up from behind, and then he quickly disabled them with a slap of the flat edge of his sword, or by delivering a fierce jab of the pommel of his sword.
 
   When he rounded the side of the tree, he looked to his left and saw that Angela was also making quick work of getting rid of the bandit threat. Angela dodged a club that was wildly swung at her head, and countered by driving her sword into the attacker's right leg. She then moved flawlessly into a spin that gave her momentum to backhand the assailant with added force. She continued to use her super human strength to deliver strong blows to anyone who raised a club or fist to attack her, leaving them wounded and incapacitated. She slammed into an approaching bandit, throwing him backward several yards.
 
   Farin continued to use evasive movements and the warnings he was given by his hearing to avoid the wild swings of the attackers as he moved forward around the tree. With the dust finally settling, the bandits were moving in with a more serious determination. Three men with clubs were closing in on Farin. He fearlessly advanced, bringing his long sword down on the first bandit's club, jarring it from his hand. Before the man had time to react, the flat of Farin's sword had struck the bandit's head. 
 
   The next two assailants attacked together. Farin deflected one attack with his long sword while unexpectedly moving close to the second bandit, smashing his shield into the man's face. The bandit fell to the ground, grasping at a broken nose; his eyes filled with tears. Farin heard the shifting of clothing behind him and ducked under a wild swing from his rear. He spun around and punched into his attacker’s shin with his sword’s cross guard. The bandit dropped his club and fell to the ground, holding his injured leg. 
 
   Farin stood then and faced his final attacker. Eyeing his fallen comrades, the bandit shifted uncomfortably from one leg to the other, and Farin could hear a slight clicking in his left leg. Knowing that the man would favor his right side, Farin faked right and twisted to land a solid blow on the man’s left side. The attacker crumpled to the ground, groaning in pain. When down, Farin drove a sharp kick to the man's head that ensured he would not be getting back up for some time.
 
   With half their number incapacitated, and seeing a group of armed men from the caravan approaching, the remaining bandits fled, leaving their wounded behind. One of the fleeing thieves turned and shot an arrow back at his pursuers. Farin raised his shield just in time to deflect the arrow and then looked over to Angela, who had just knocked out a lone robber who had either not noticed that his friends had run in the other direction, or was too prideful to run from a girl half his size.
 
   Farin and Angela made eye contact and Angela ran the short distance into Farin's open embrace. Shaking, she dropped her sword as she squeezed into Farin's strong chest. He angled his head down toward her ear and softly asked, “Is everything okay?” After the words escaped, he realized what he had said. “Sorry, of course everything's not okay, but are you all right?” When Angela did not answer, Farin decided to just silently hold her in his protective arms.
 
   Shortly after her shaking stopped she answered his question in a completely unexpected way. “I’ve only ever fought in a practice ring, but this was very different. When the land slide hit and I was surrounded in darkness, I was scared, really scared, and you came for me. I was terrible to you, but you still came for me.”
 
   “Of course I came; I'll always come for you. You're my best friend.” Farin realized how true the words were after he spoke them. He had finally found someone whom he cared about more than himself. He had thrown himself in danger for Angela.
 
   Still locked in the embrace, Farin began to grow uncomfortable as a group of adults, including Angela's father, began to congregate. Not knowing what to do, Farin subtly tried to release himself from Angela, but her iron grip around him was not yielding. Afraid of what he would see in Blade's eyes, Farin tilted his head down and simply stood, holding Angela, waiting for the worst. After another moment, he sensed Blade's presence and curiosity overcame him. He looked up into his trainers' eyes and was surprised at what he saw. Blade looked almost like he approved of what was happening, and Farin thought for a fraction of a second that he saw a hint of a smile, but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. 
 
   “Let's go back to the cart.” Blade turned around and began to walk.
 
   Farin moved his feet awkwardly, but noticing the motion, Angela nestled herself under his shield arm and held him tightly as they slowly followed Blade. Back at the cart, the three sat down. 
 
   “So what was your mistake?” This question was directed at Farin.
 
   Farin was surprised by the question, but responded quickly. “I used a backhanded attack on the fourth assailant, leaving me open to attack. If the fifth had been closer, he might have been fast enough to score a hit.”
 
   Nodding, Blade turned to Angela. “And you, young lady, what was your mistake?”
 
   “I don't know. It was all happening so fast I can't remember.” Angela was still visibly shaken by the situation and did not seem in the mood for questions right then.
 
   Blade leaned down, and with his index finger he lifted up Angela's chin so that she was looking right in his eyes. “You scared your dad. That was what you did wrong.” With that his face broke into a rare smile and he pulled her close. “Don't do that again.”
 
   For the next hour, as some men worked to move the log, and others secured the unconscious bandits, the three sat and talked. In time Angela relaxed, her shaking stopped, but her grip on Farin's hand never slackened. As a strongarm she was making quite an impression on his hand until he whispered to her that he wasn't going anywhere. 
 
   “Let’s go check on Odon,” Blade said when Angela was calmed down.
 
   Outside Razor’s wagon, he worked skillfully with a needle to stitch up a cut on a bandit’s arm. “You got him pretty good,” the healer said to Farin as he approached. “Next time try to keep it clean.” 
 
   Farin patted Razor on the back and jokingly responded, “Sorry you had to fix him up. I know the rules, dead or bruised. I promise it won’t happen again.” The bandit paled and Farin winked at the healer.
 
   “Where is Odon?” Angela asked.
 
   Razor pointed up to the front of the caravan line. “He had quite a hit to the head. After the landslide, one of the bandits threw a rock that hit him in the head. He was delirious for a bit, but after a little water, and rest, he will be fine. He’s back up there with his wife. He actually said we’d get going as soon as we clear the trees, so he’ll be leading out shortly.”
 
   “Thanks!” Blade said. “We’ll go back to our wagon. We can talk with him more when we stop for the night.” After making sure everything was in order, the caravan continued its trek for the day. For the first time, Farin was allowed to ride in a wagon. The caravan stopped just before dinnertime in an open field at the mouth of the Gulpa River.
 
   As night was about to fall, Farin saw one of the captured bandits, the one who had injured Odon, screaming and thrashing frantically as three men dragged him toward Odon's wagon. Farin noticed that this man looked only about five years older than Farin himself. Although young, the man had a strength mark, and he was using all his power to resist his captors. 
 
   “What are they going to do to him?” Farin asked Blade as they watched the scene.
 
   “This will be good for you to see yourself,” Blade answered cryptically, then he patted Farin on the back and the pair walked behind the villain on his way to Odon.
 
   Odon got off his wagon and, supported by Razor, walked up to stand in front of the defiant prisoner. The man spat in Odon's face. “I should have thrown that rock harder!”
 
   Odon, calm as ever, wiped his face clean and responded to the man. “Hello, my name is Odon. In our tradition, a person who is assaulted has the right to declare his attacker's fate. According to the laws of Denall, attacking our caravan is a crime punishable by death.”
 
   “Then kill me, old man,” the man said through gritted teeth.
 
   Odon continued as though he had not been interrupted, “Assaulting the elderly is punishable by death. Attempting to assault another member of our family, a young girl, should make you feel like a coward, and attempted assaults on women and children is also punishable by death.” Odon straightened and walked right up to the bandit. “We don't treat lightly the crimes you have committed, but we also don't treat lightly the responsibility of taking the life of another.” At this pronouncement the man stopped struggling so fiercely, and it seemed he was starting to realize that he was not being sentenced to death. His features softened and a look of complete confusion came across his face. “The verdict for your crimes is forgiveness.”
 
   With this said, Odon motioned for him to be released. Untied, and free to leave, the man stood completely flabbergasted. For several moments he looked from face to face in the group of men who surrounded him. 
 
   “I planned an attack on your caravan, I would have stolen all that you have, and I tried to kill you. Why are you letting me go free?”
 
   “Oh my young friend, I am not letting you go free. I am letting you go indebted. You will live the rest of your life knowing what happened here this day. From this time forward you are tasked with the responsibility of going back to where you came from and undoing all the evil you have done in this world. This is how you will repay your life debt to me.” Odon handed the young man a small bag of coin. “Use this well.” 
 
   Nodding his head, the man looked to the rest of the gang who were still tied up. “What about them?”
 
   Odon looked over at the crew of men who were tied up. “What do you think we should do with them?”
 
   The man thought for a moment, then he looked at Odon. “I think with some guidance they can turn around.”
 
   Odon nodded. “That was what we thought of them too.” Then Odon extended his hand to the man.
 
   For a long moment the man did not move. Then, slowly, he returned the gesture. Odon clasped the man's hand. “What is your name?”
 
   The man looked at Odon and then spoke softly. “I was named after my father, a thief and a murderer. I am not proud of the legacy or the name he left me. You are giving me a new chance at life and I want to begin with a new name.” Straightening his back he looked around and made his declaration. “I would be honored to be known by the name of Odon.”
 
   Completely surprised, Farin looked to his mentor and found in his face that this announcement was a surprise to all present. Odon was clearly touched by this offer, and with a nod of approval, he shook the man's hand.
 
   “Farewell, Odon. Be sure to bring honor to the name. I received it from my father, who was a good man.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Trae’s stallion leapt over a fallen log as he dodged through a seldom used horse trail south of Lexingar. From the time that he and Dune had poisoned the Han’Or, the pair had ridden their horses to the point of exhaustion each day, then, when the animals couldn’t carry them, they walked alongside them until it was too dark to travel. 
 
   Poisoning the magical elixir had worked better than expected to destroy the seekers, and the King’s Guard had gathered several prisoners of the seekers who had survived, but there were still two very big problems. Genea, the magician seeker, and Melna, the leader of the seekers. Both had vanished when the tent exploded, and now Trae and Dune were following some clues they had pieced together from questioning the seekers in Lexingar; clues that sent them after Genea.
 
   The magician seeker had been very close to Melna, even posing as her daughter, so they charged south, trying to catch Genea, and hoping Melna was with her. Because of the unfamiliar route, and the interrogations that had taken the better part of an entire day, they had fallen behind by quite a bit. But after two weeks of pursuit, they were finally feeling that they were close behind.
 
    “There’s another one.” Trae called out as they passed a man lying on the ground. He held his hands out, begging any passersby to stop and give some aid. They had seen nine such seekers along this path, all with opaque white eyes, all begging for help. They had stopped to question the first two, but sadly their minds had already been gone. Now they just pushed on.
 
   Dune slowed down to push past a thick bush which had grown in the path. He used some magic to press the branches back while he and Trae rode through. As they walked their horses they talked. 
 
   “This trip has been exhausting. I will eventually need to stop and rest.” Dune said softly through clenched teeth.
 
   Trae nodded. Although the details were not entirely clear to him, he knew that Dune’s magic power was connected with his physical condition, and he needed all his strength to face another magician. 
 
   “Is she strong?”
 
   “She is unnaturally strong for someone who has a low level gift.” Dune replied absently. It was obvious that his mind was somewhere else.
 
   “How do you know her level?” Trae asked. “I can’t tell the level of another strongarm unless I see his mark.” He tapped his shoulder where the mark indicating the strength of his gift was.
 
   Dune looked thoughtful for a moment before responding. “A combination of things; the way she ran away when I confronted her lets me know she is insecure about her strength, and the fact that I have never heard of her before. Level four and five magicians are very rare and we all trained together.” He then pulled on the reins of his horse, urging it to turn slightly to the left.
 
   “So, how is she so strong if she has a low level?” Trae asked, walking his horse in stride with Dune’s.
 
   “My best guess is that she has been overworking her magic her entire life,” Dune said sadly. Trae knew there was a time when his friend had been treated similarly. “She was probably used as a slave to make the magical items they all use.”
 
   Trae had his horse follow in silence for a moment. He knew Dune’s hatred for slave owners, and couldn’t blame him for the tense and angry look on his features. “Well that explains how they all had those rare items. I wonder where she came from.”
 
   “The southern desert is where all the magicians live. When we catch up to her, I’m going to do all I can to make them pay for what they have done to her.” Dune’s voice was low, but stern and chilling. Then he spoke softly, barely above a whisper. “I can’t imagine what that cursed elixir is doing inside her.”
 
   “It’s probably doing what it does inside anyone.” Trae said offhandedly as he pushed a low hanging branch to the side. “Making them see magic at the cost of sanity and sight.”
 
   “It’s more than that.” Dune pulled his horse to a stop and looked at Trae for a long moment. “Magic is not just our gift, it is… well, it makes us whole. It permeates our entire being. We don’t need to see magical items – we can reach out with magic and feel them. It’s not natural for anyone to take that Han’Or, but for a magician… well, I’m sure it’s different.”
 
   “Well that’s good news for us.” Trae said optimistically.
 
   “What?” Dune asked not looking happy at Trae’s pronouncement.
 
   “If she’s feeling that stuff tearing her apart inside, she might be more apt to help us out.” Trae smiled hopefully, but Dune just shook his head. 
 
   “More likely she’ll go crazy and incinerate us with a fireball.”
 
   “Do you have any good news for us?” Trae asked with a worried tone.
 
   Dune shrugged and smiled slightly. “Your disguise has faded, and you look like yourself again,”
 
   Trae clapped his hands on his face. “I’m so happy to have you back!” he practically shouted.
 
   “Yeah,” Dune agreed, “This way you can die knowing your face looked normal.”
 
   Trae dropped his smile. “I think we’d better stop for some rest before we cross paths with Genea.”
 
   “We need a good balance,” Dune replied, kicking his horse into motion again. “If we stop now, we’ll lose her. We will set up camp a little early tonight, but then we need to be moving again before dawn.”
 
   “Is that going to be enough time for you to rest?” Trae asked with concern.
 
   “It will have to do. She is probably just as tired as we are, trying to keep up this pace.” While he tried to make his voice sound confident, Trae could tell that he was trying to cover a mix of complicated emotions. As Trae watched, Dune rubbed an old scar on his left arm.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning as the sun rose, the men were charging south again. They had passed through the side trails and were now making good time as they came across a well-travelled road. Their riding was slowed somewhat as they passed other travelers. 
 
   “Where are we?” Trae asked.
 
   Dune looked up ahead, “That’s Gulpa Lake,” Dune said, pointing to a lake in the distance. “We’re on the border between the Lexingar Barony and the far north-east border of the Norwell region.”
 
   “This area is governed by the king?” Trae asked in confusion.
 
   “Governed is a strong word,” Dune corrected. “On the outskirts of regions like this the villages tend to govern themselves. Guards might patrol through here every month or so to help with safe passage of a large shipment from one of the larger cities, but for the most part, villages have their own watch or small group of town guards mostly made up of farmers.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound too secure,” Trae remarked.
 
   “You might be surprised at how strong a group of determined farmers can be,” Dune replied. “But in some ways you are right.”
 
   “For example,” Trae commented with a grin, “it’s a perfect place for a group of runaway seekers to hide.”
 
   “You’ve got that right.” 
 
   As they moved down the road, Trae kept a sharp watch out for any sign of Genea or Melna, as they still did not know whether the women were together. Dune searched each person they passed to ensure they were not using magic for disguise. As Trae and Dune were not in disguise, he also watched for anyone acting excessively cautious or skittish when they approached.
 
   After almost five hours of traveling, Trae pointed ahead. “Does she look familiar?”
 
   Dune looked up at the woman on horseback three hundred paces ahead, but before he could respond, she kicked her horse to a gallop. The two men followed suit, pushing their animals to a run.
 
   After a short gallop, Genea pulled hard on the reins and veered off the road into the woods. Dune led the way, following her off the road into the deciduous forest. They dodged around large tree trunks and crunched the dry leaves and branches as they rushed after Genea.
 
   “Take cover!” Dune shouted to his companion just before a large ball of blue-white ice flew directly at them.
 
   Trae pulled his horse to the side and stopped behind a large cherry tree. Dune pressed his fingers together in front of himself and formed a wedge of dense air. The ice struck his shield with tremendous force and split in two, startling the horses. After gaining control of their mounts, their pursuit continued. 
 
   “Looks like she’s not in a good mood to talk,” Trae called.
 
   “No, but she will be worn down soon.” Dune said, more to himself than to Trae.
 
   As Dune spoke, he saw a ball of fire racing at them. It left in its wake a scorched path of leaves, branches, and large trees. Some of the smaller trees disintegrated and fell as the massive fireball passed effortlessly through. Dune threw a ball of ice to intercept the fireball and they met with an explosion of sizzling steam. The men charged through the magician-made fog just in time to see the next attack. Dune blocked rocks, ice, and fire. He then reached out to break open an invisible blockade as they gained ground on Genea.
 
   When he was within range, Dune threw some of his own attacks, though they were not intended to injure, but to wear her down. He threw small amounts of water and fire. The less experienced magician created elaborate shields to block the small attacks, and in so doing drained what was left of her energy.
 
   Following Dune’s example, Trae fired an arrow at Genea. She made a shield of air that covered her back and the arrow fell harmlessly to the side. The pair continued to attack Genea until they saw her rocking in the saddle. Dune threw one final attack, this time in front of her. He created a net of air fifty paces in front of her running animal, and when they passed he also threw a decoy ball of hardened air at her. Her magic was so depleted that both attacks hit her. The air struck her back and threw her off the horse into the net. When she hit the net, it wrapped around her and held her fast. Dune slowed his horse to a walk and approached his captive with caution. 
 
   “Hello Genea.”
 
   Struggling to escape was pointless, but she still shook her shoulders from side to side against the restraints. When she stopped moving, she glared straight at Dune. “What do you want?”
 
   “I am here to help,” Dune said with more emotion in his voice than he would have liked.
 
   “You don’t know anything. You can’t possibly begin to help me.” She again thrashed from side to side, trying to break the restraints. “You don’t know anything!” she repeated, this time spitting the words. She gathered a small amount of magic to make an attack on Dune, but he quickly dissolved her attack.
 
   Dune motioned for Trae to give them some space and Trae turned his horse around and led Dune’s horse on a small cool down walk. Now that their conversation was more private, Dune pulled up the left sleeve of his robe, revealing his five marks and then his forearm. On his arm two letters were branded: MS. ‘Magician Slave.’ Genea stopped fighting the restraints, and looked at him for the first time. Like nobody else possibly could, they understood each other. She opened and closed her eyes quickly, trying to hold back tears.
 
   He spoke softly, answering the unspoken question. “I was taken from my home, betrayed by someone I trusted, and used for my magical ability for many years.” Genea silently listened as he continued. “They worked me to exhaustion each day, only giving me rest when I passed out.”
 
   Before she realized the question was out, Genea spoke, “How did you get away?” He knew there was so much to her question. It was not about him, but a plea, and a desperate desire for herself. If someone else was able to escape, maybe there was hope for her.
 
   “I was saved,” Dune replied solemnly, looking over his shoulder. Trae was out of sight, but Dune could hear the horses walking not too far away. “Someone who didn’t know me then, but became a dear and trusted friend, risked his life to help me escape.”
 
   “Nobody came to save me,” she said bowing her head to look at the ground. “Nobody cared that I was gone.” She began to sob and tremble against the cords of magic that held her. “I was taken so long ago, I don’t even remember my name. My entire life all I can remember is Melna.” Her words were punctuated by tears, and then she began an uncontrollable fit of weeping and shaking. Her shaking was at first caused by the sobbing, then it became more violent and out of control. Dune began chanting a healing spell as he ran his hands in the air above her body. When the fit subsided, she lay on the ground, looking up at the sun.
 
   “What happened, Mama? Where am I?” Her eyes were wide open, as an innocent child looking up to her parent.
 
   “Oh no.” Tears streamed down Dune’s cheeks. “Please, Genea.” Dune moved his hands in the air above her body, feeling, through magic, for a way to bring her back to the present. “Please don’t go.”
 
   “It’s dark, Mama,” she said with fear in her eyes. “I’m scared, why is it so dark? Help me, Mama!” She closed her eyes and calmed down for just a brief moment, then opened her eyes with intensity. They had a thin layer of white film that was beginning to form. Through gritted teeth she growled, “Melna! Melna!”
 
   Dune was not a master healer, but he pressed magic into Genea, trying to fill her with energy and life. “Genea please, we can stop her, she will never hurt anyone again. You need to tell me. Where is Melna going?” Dune pleaded. “What is Mordyar’s plan?”
 
   “I can’t say,” Genea sobbed. “She’ll get angry.” She began shaking her head.
 
   “You are safe now; I won’t let her get to you. Please tell me.” Dune released her from the invisible cage and pulled her close. He needed to get the information from her, but more importantly, he needed to save this magician from her terrible fate. He needed to hope that it was possible to bring her back. He poured magic through the Magic Stone into her body. Once he started, it was unstoppable. All his physical strength and magical power were drained from him as Genea was filled. It was like nothing he had experienced before; it was as if her entire being was so depleted of magic and life that it leached everything from him. When he sagged to the ground, Genea sat up and looked at Dune with clarity in her eyes. The white film was gone. 
 
   “You have given me your power.” Dune nodded and fell onto the ground, limp. He had exhausted all his strength trying to heal her from the Han’Or, but it was too deeply a part of her. Maybe with more time he could have done more, but the poison was too strong for him. He turned his eyes up at her and she looked down on him. “That was very foolish.”
 
   “I know what they have done to you,” Dune said in a slur from where he lay on the ground. “We will stop them, and you will never have to fear them again.”
 
   “Or I will kill you and they will win,” she replied coldly. She stood up and glared down at the helpless magician.
 
   “You are not one of them.” Dune said slowly. “You do not serve them anymore. We have saved you. You…”
 
   “I know what you have done. And I know that nobody can save me.” She said slowly, looking distantly into the trees. “I will lose my sight, my mind, and eventually die not remembering any of this.” Dune struggled to move, but she motioned him to be still. “But right now I do remember. I remember that my name is Jinka. My parents were killed when I was taken captive. They fought for me; I was not abandoned.” Her voice was filled with emotion and tears began streaming down her cheeks. “Thank you for giving me that memory back, even if it was for just a moment.”
 
   Dune struggled to speak, but could not. He simply nodded his head and blinked to let her know he could hear her words. “I will not remember this, but I want to know that I helped you bring them down. Melna is headed for Omer’s Keep. There they have resources, and they have practically secured a Stone of Power that must be protected until Mordyar comes.”
 
   “What stone? When is he coming?” Dune’s voice was less than a whisper. He knew that Omer’s Keep was North West of Lexingar, in the opposite direction they had been traveling. With the advent of winter, it would take them at least two months to reach the Keep. It would practically be spring by the time they arrived.
 
   “That’s all I know, it’s all I can say.” Genea looked around curiously, as if she was seeing the woods for the first time. She stood and walked into the trees, leading her horse by the reins. She smiled wide. “I think my mama is calling to me. I think my mama is proud of me.” Dune tried to reach out to her, to call to her, but he didn’t have the strength. Everything inside him wanted to help her, to heal her, to bring her home, but all he could do was watch her vanish into the woods as he lost consciousness.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   In the training ground for the King’s Guard, Mylot groaned as he dragged a cart filled with horse manure from the stables out into the fields. The King’s Guard training was more difficult than Mylot had ever imagined, but in a very unexpected way. 
 
   His training consisted of learning the history of Denall, the geography, which families and baronies had power in what parts of the country. He also studied foreign policy, political allies, situations that might be volatile in other nations, languages and battle strategies. 
 
   What made it hardest was that after the incident with the seeker, he had not been allowed to touch a sword in over three weeks. He did have some physical conditioning, but it was all done without holding any weapons. He went from competing to be the best in Denall, to sitting in his room reading, then doing children’s exercises. 
 
   Although reading and studying about Denall was not his favorite thing, his parents had given him some education on these topics, and he was quickly picking up on all that Captain Conrad gave him to study. Unfortunately, after passing his tests each day, his reward was to change bed pans, muck out stalls, and carry water buckets. His muscles, he thought, were perfectly honed for battle, yet were screaming in disapproval at this treatment. His privileged life had not prepared him for this.
 
   As he pulled the cart, he passed by some townspeople of Lexingar. The same people who had cheered for him in the tournaments when he won, now ignored him, and some even glared or called out that he was a coward for not having finished the jousting event. It was amazing to him how readily they could discount his lineage - that he was asked by King Robert to be a baron. He questioned as he hauled the load of manure, for the thousandth time, whether he had made a mistake in following Sir Theodore from the tournaments.
 
   He dumped the load at the gardens, then turned around to return to the training grounds. He didn’t know which he hated more, pulling a cart filled with stinking manure, or going back to sit in his quarters to be tested by Captain Conrad. The woman was insufferable! Each day she ran him through drill after drill of simple sword forms that he had learned as a child, only while holding a heavy rock in place of a well-balanced weapon. “Faster,” was all she ever said, as if he could magically move like lightening if he did the same three moves a hundred times.
 
   Then the sparing started. It was humiliating how she never wore armor, and often ate an apple while fighting with him. No matter what he did, she was stronger, faster and better. Then came the oft repeated rebuke, “Give up and go home, or move faster little mouse,” that he had come to loathe. He had never met a woman he hated so much.
 
   He put the cart away in the horse stall and went straight to scrubbing the floors in the target range when he heard the familiar voice of Sir Theodore, returned from his recent recruiting trip. 
 
   “Captain Conrad,” he called out.
 
   “Yes sir,” she sharply replied.
 
   “Get your apprentice and follow me,” he said.
 
   Mylot stood up and walked quickly to the back of the target range toward the exit, hoping that this declaration he had overheard was not referring to him. Being under her ‘tutelage’ for training was bad enough. He couldn’t stand the thought of being assigned as her apprentice. That meant going out on a mission with her, being by her side every minute. He would rather go with anyone else; he would rather stay and train while she was gone. He turned to hurry back to his room, but his heart sank when she entered the target range and called out to him before he reached the door, “Not so fast, little mouse.”
 
   Mylot clenched his jaw and inhaled slowly to dissipate his anger. He placed the buckets on the ground and turned around. “Tell me he wasn’t talking about me.”
 
   She smiled, “Sorry to disappoint. Believe me, I wish he wasn’t talking about you either. Let’s go.” She led Mylot through the training facility. The first three rooms they passed through were training rings that had weapon racks on the walls. He looked longingly at the swords he was not allowed to touch. The next was a long, narrow room with targets set up at varying distances. On the walls and in barrels near the entrance of the room were throwing knives, axes, bows, crossbows, and a variety of arrows and bolts. They continued through a second target range and Mylot looked at the stone walls and wondered how much time it had taken to tunnel out this vast underground barracks, and when he would get to use these lower parts of the training facility instead of being the servant to the other members of the King’s Guard. Captain Conrad stopped in front of a large, oak doorway. 
 
   “This is the secret knock.” She rapped her knuckles on the door in a rapid succession of slow and fast knocks, while smiling smugly at Mylot. “Please repeat it.”
 
   Mylot, sick of being the target of ridicule, and nearly certain that she was giving him a hard time, brushed past her, opened the door, and walked in. “Hello, I’m glad that you’re here.” Sir Theodore was standing behind a large table. A map was rolled out and held down on four corners by polished stones. “What was all that knocking about?” he asked when Captain Conrad joined Mylot in the room.
 
   She answered sheepishly. “It was nothing sir.”
 
   “Good, then don’t do it again,” Sir Theodore barked, clearly not in a joking mood.
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “We just received a pigeon message from Peyton.” Sir Theodore pointed at an unmarked place on the map Northwest of Norwell Lake near the borders of Omer’s realm.
 
   “What has he seen?” Captain Conrad cut in.
 
   “He didn’t say.” He pulled a small scroll from his belt and read it aloud. “Urgent! Come now. Mordyar.” He set the message on the table. “Peyton has been a reliable source of information for years, but he has become somewhat eccentric lately. I don’t know what this message means, but we will need to investigate.”
 
   Exhaling loudly, the captain leaned against the wall. “How many men should I take?”
 
   Theodore looked at her then to Mylot. “I think the two of you will be sufficient.”
 
   “Can I speak with you for a moment?” she asked, stepping in close to Sir Theodore and motioning that they should step aside.
 
   “Certainly.” Sir Theodore stood still, ignoring her gestures.
 
   “If I could speak with you in private…” she asked, nodding her head in Mylot’s direction.
 
   “Is it about this mission?” he asked, again ignoring her insistent body language and the pleading look in her eyes.
 
   “Yes,” she replied slowly.
 
   “Then speak, as everyone in this room is equally involved in this mission.” Sir Theodore leaned back in his seat and folded his arms across his chest with interest.
 
   Captain Conrad nodded. “Yes sir. I don’t feel that Mylot is ready for this. He has failed in every exercise, shown that he cannot obey orders, and this may prove dangerous.” She did not make eye contact with Mylot, or she would have noticed him glaring at her back.
 
   “It may also prove to be a hoax,” Theodore interrupted. “I am shorthanded. The seekers we captured at the tournaments have been losing their minds, and we have no solid leads as to why they were here. I have a dozen men working to interrogate them. The recruiting has not gone well. You know that we’ve gotten threats to several prominent families, which means sending out one of our own with a patrol of soldiers to investigate. We’re shorthanded, and Mylot is stronger than anyone else we have. He is capable with the sword, and by your own previous reports, he is doing very well.” Mylot looked up, surprised that her reports would share anything favorable about himself, but she kept talking.
 
   “Sir, he is strong,” she argued. “But he moves like a sloth.” She held up her pointer finger as if to begin listing off the things that Mylot needed to learn, but she was abruptly cut off.
 
   “It is a five week ride to see Peyton. Be sure you stop from time to time to give him some lessons. Show him some of the geography he needs to be familiar with.” She was opening her mouth to protest again, but Sir Theodore cut her off. “That is my final word on this matter. You will take Mylot to investigate this message.”
 
   He turned and addressed Mylot. “When we travel on missions, we try to not stand out too much. It can make people panic if they see the King’s Guard investigating. For the most part, people think the King’s Guard is just a group that stands behind the king. For this mission, you are under my orders to not salute Captain Conrad, and you will simply call her Bethany.” Mylot grinned and turned deliberately to look at the very upset captain. Sir Theodore cleared his throat to get Mylot’s attention, “She is your superior and you will still obey her commands as you would here in training. She will file a full report to me when the mission is done. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes sir.” Mylot responded. Although the entire mission seemed a waste of his time, and it was with a terrorist of a human being, at least it brought him some satisfaction to see how Captain Conrad squirmed at the idea that he would call her Bethany, and he was also interested in the fact that her reports over the last several weeks had been favorable.
 
   Captain Conrad nodded in obedience, and then left the room. Mylot reluctantly followed.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Mylot returned to his room to pack his belongings and prepare to depart on his first mission. He was filled with excitement and some fear, but mostly indignation toward Bethany. How could she say those things in front of Sir Theodore? On this mission, Mylot was going to show them that he was an asset to this team. 
 
   As he rummaged in his satchel he found Maggie’s small chest. In the past weeks while he had been training, it had been a weight that he carried everywhere he went. His communications with Sir Rodnik had all been very brief. He hadn’t found Maggie, nobody had heard of her since the tournament had ended. 
 
   He looked down at the box, wondering what it contained, and whether Maggie even had the key to open it. If it wasn’t magically protected, with some effort he could break it open using some tool or weapon, but for now he needed to get it somewhere safe, and he didn’t have time to get it to Sir Rodnik before he left. He thought about leaving it in his room, but he knew he would be gone for at least three months, so he wanted a more secret hiding place.
 
   Mylot walked confidently down the hall to the stalls. He had spent some time in the stalls and knew that there was a large exit for men and riders to leave the compound. Gapol turned his head when Mylot entered and he absently stroked the horse’s mane as he thought, then quietly walked past the horses and slipped out the door.
 
   The stables opened into the stadium and Mylot found himself looking around at the empty seats. These seats had all been filled a few short weeks ago with people cheering for him. Did I make a mistake leaving the jousting tournament? He stood still, contemplating, but quickly realized he could not just stand around and enjoy the fresh open air, or consider his choices of earlier; he needed to hide the chest.
 
   When he was a small child, Mylot had come to Lexingar to watch the tournaments or the knights practicing in the large stadium. He knew this area very well and knew exactly where he intended to put the chest. Mylot went to the side of the stadium where the king had been sitting and found a small crawlspace. He got down flat on his belly and squeezed himself under the stage. Once under the stage, he moved to a support beam and marked it with his hunting knife, then began digging. He dug down to the depth of his elbows, then placed the chest in the ground.
 
   Looking down on the small chest he sighed, wondering again whether he should take it with him, but then he shook his head. Delivering the chest was his own private mission and he didn’t want anyone questioning him about it, especially Captain Conrad. He quickly buried the chest and went back to prepare for the journey west.
 
   The next morning at first light, Mylot and the captain rode out of Lexingar on the main road east wearing nondescript chainmail hidden beneath sturdy riding clothing. It was not as comfortable or as safe as his custom plate armor, but Captain Conrad insisted, that was how they would dress on this mission. “Lake Norwell is south, why are we riding east?”
 
   Captain Conrad looked sidelong at him, “Do you not remember the map I told you to memorize before our trip? I’m going to show you some trails that wind through the country. They are not always the most direct route, but on horseback they can be quick.” She kicked her horse into a canter and left Mylot to catch up.
 
   When he was riding next to her, Mylot broke the silence. “Wouldn’t it be quicker to just ride down the main road, Captain?”
 
   Captain Conrad slowed her horse back down to a walk and turned an irritated, flat look at Mylot. “For our mission today it might be, but you need to learn the trails, in case it is unsafe on the main roads. Remember, this is part of your training.”
 
   “Unsafe on the main roads, that is ridiculous!” Mylot retorted. “I’ve traveled all across Denall on the main roads and never had any problems.”
 
   Bethany snorted in derision, then addressed Mylot in a condescending tone. “Let me ask you this, Mylot of Tran. Have you ever traveled alone?”
 
   “No Ma’am,” he admitted.
 
   “All right, then please take my word for it. It is sometimes better to not be seen when you travel. That’s why we don’t dress wearing the royal crest, and why you need to start addressing me as Bethany.” She pulled on her reins and moved into the middle of the small road, forcing Mylot to fall in behind her.
 
   Before she could get too far ahead, he asked another question. Although he was curious to learn, he also enjoyed how frustrated it made Bethany when he asked questions. “So, where does this road lead, Bethany?”
 
   “Really? Another question already?” she asked, throwing her hands up in the air and spinning in the saddle to look at him. “Don’t you ever just ride in silence, even for a short moment?”
 
   Mylot gave Bethany a smug smile. “Well, trainer, how else am I going to learn all the trails and seldom traveled paths of Denall?”
 
   In a dry tone, she responded, “By memorizing the map I gave you earlier.” Then she cracked a small smile and shook her head from side to side. It seemed that she did have a sense of humor. “This road goes east, then turns north toward Omer’s keep and Hillside.” 
 
   “North?” he asked, knowing they were planning to go south.
 
   “Yes,” Bethany explained. “The road turns north, but we will get off the road and head south.” She pointed with her hands to show how the road would veer and the direction they would travel.
 
   After riding in silence for a few more minutes, Mylot plucked up his courage for a particularly irritating question. “So, Bethany,” he started, although it felt awkward to say her name, “What did you say in those reports you gave to Sir Theodore?”
 
   She pressed her lips together deliberately before responding. “I didn’t think you’d let that just drop.”
 
   “Not a chance,” he said with a grin. “You know, it doesn’t hurt to tell people they’re doing a good job.”
 
   “Some people need their confidence boosted. Others, however, need to be brought down a couple of notches,” she said, pointing at Mylot. “You are strong, and I’ve seen you at the tournaments, but there’s so much more to this job than fighting.” She rode on quietly for a time, then after what seemed like a short internal debate, she added, “You might think I’m being harsh, or mean, or that I’m singling you out, and I am in a way. I’ve seen many soldiers come into the King’s Guard, and I’ve had to bury many of my friends who have had great combat skills,” she said with a somber tone. “I am going to push you as hard as I can in every direction until you have what it takes to survive. I’d much rather see you give up and go home, than watch you die because you’re not prepared.”
 
   Mylot thought for a long time about what she had said. He thought the punishment of cleaning out the stalls had been retribution for their first meeting when he asked her to clean his horse, but perhaps it was something more. His disobedience had almost led to his death. She wanted to humiliate him so he would never disobey her orders again. All her drilling and training was to help him. While he knew on some level the training was for his own good, he had never seen Captain Conrad in this light before. “So you’re saying that you care about me?” he asked with a confident smile.
 
   “Don’t let that go to your head,” she replied quickly. “I care about everyone in Denall, and I also care about worms that do their job to make the soil rich for farmers,” she added as she pressed her horse for more speed.
 
   They continued east on the road for several hours, eating from their saddlebags. Before the sun set, Bethany dismounted and walked for a time, without giving any warning or direction to Mylot. She directed her horse off the road several yards into an open field. Mylot followed silently, suppressing the questions he had.
 
   “We will camp here for the night.” Bethany declared, pointing to a small, open patch. Mylot nodded lamely, not knowing the first thing about setting up a campsite. “Please tell me you know how to start a fire.” He shook his head. “Set up a snare?” A blank look, “Well I certainly hope you know how to use that sharp pointy thing hanging from your belt.”
 
   Smiling confidently Mylot drew his sword. “I think you’ll find that is one thing I do very well.”
 
   “I think you’ll find that you are grossly outmatched. Put that away and I’ll show you how to start a fire.” She spun around and walked to a small bush.
 
   “I thought you were supposed to train me,” Mylot objected, sword still in his hand.
 
   “Your sword is not much good if you starve or freeze to death.” She lifted the green branches of the bush up and began breaking off some dried dead wood from the underside. “This is dry wood; it will help us start the fire. Go over to that bush and get some more. And for goodness sakes, put that sword away.” When she had gathered a handful of twigs, she walked to a pile of dried leaves and began gathering more tinder.
 
   Mylot came back with his hands filled with some branches, some more green than others. “This training is not going so well,” she said when she filtered through the wood he brought. “We really need to work on following directions, first with the seekers, and now with bringing me wood I can’t use to start a fire.”
 
   Because of his previous punishment he hadn’t been able to ask much about the seekers, so he latched on to this opportunity. “Why exactly is the King’s Guard so concerned with stone seekers? I didn’t really think they existed before the incident a few weeks back,”
 
   Bethany led Mylot to a bush and again demonstrated where to find the dry wood on the bottom layers before she began explaining. “Mordyar is looking for the Stones of Power. If he can control them, he will have power over the Changing.”
 
   “The Changing?” Mylot said trying to suppress a grin. “Now I know you are messing with me.”
 
   Bethany shook her head seriously, “There are some things I’ll joke about, but this is not one of them. Mordyar is the greatest threat to peace anywhere in the known world. Every couple of years he attacks a nation, drains the supplies, takes the people prisoner and forces them to join his army. His objective is to find and control the Stones of Power so he can control the Changing. If that is his objective, then my mission is to stop him.”
 
   “I see,” Mylot said skeptically. “So do you believe that the world will be changed magically by some powerful being?”
 
   Bethany shrugged her shoulders, “I’m not sure what will happen, I don’t have all the answers, but I know that if there is some all-powerful being who has control over the earth, I don’t want it to be an evil power-hungry sorcerer.”
 
   Mylot made a silly face, “So you’d rather it was someone like me?”
 
   Bethany scrunched her face into a half scowl. “First of all, if you need to compare yourself to Mordyar to get an endorsement from me, that’s just sad. Secondly, I’m not sure you’ll like my answer,” she said with a shake of her head. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mylot slumped in the saddle from exhaustion and pain. The first week of travel and camping was a shock to his spoiled system. Days were spent in the saddle, and then the evenings were a routine of gathering wood, setting snares, and practice sessions with his dictator of a trainer. She never drew her sword, but instead had Mylot perform drill after drill focused on his hand-eye coordination and speed. Then, when it was all finished, he ate what limited food they could gather and dropped to the ground for an uncomfortable night of roots, rocks, and watch duty. He was convinced that this training regimen was meant to kill him.
 
   He was about to fall asleep when Bethany’s voice snapped him out of his dreariness. “Perk up little mouse. Someone’s coming.”
 
   Mylot sat straight in his saddle and tried his best to look alert. When they rounded the curve in the road a small group of five riders were coming at them, moving very quickly. Mylot’s hand went instinctively to his sword, but he saw Bethany’s almost imperceptible hand motion telling him to act casual.
 
   Bethany raised her hand to hail down the riders. The lead rider returned the gesture and slowed the group down. “Is everything all right?” Bethany asked.
 
   The burly rider moved up next to Bethany. “We’re just going back to Hawk Pass. There’s a large krydox up ahead about three miles. She’s just off the road, looks like she’s set up a nest.” The man pointed down the road where they were headed.
 
   “Thanks for the warning.” Bethany pulled her horse off the road as the men galloped out of sight. She then turned to Mylot. “What do you think we should do?”
 
   He scratched his head for a moment before speaking. “Well, krydox are very territorial and aggressive animals. One settled on our land a few years ago and we needed to arrange a hunting party, we had lances and crossbows, not swords. I remember on the hunt we had six men and the krydox turned its large horned head at us and charged. I couldn’t believe the power and speed that it moved. When they are charging there’s not much you can do but get out of the way.”
 
   “Right, so what do you think we should do?” she asked again.
 
   “Where is Hawk Pass?” Mylot asked, still not comfortable that he had enough information to make a decision, and nervous that if he made the wrong decision, he would receive another lecture followed by the silent treatment for hours.
 
   “It’s about five miles back, a small horse path that leads north.”
 
   Mylot turned in his saddle to look back down the road they had just come up. “Well that doesn’t help; we’re trying to go south.” Then Mylot looked at Bethany suspiciously. “Why are you asking what I think we should do?”
 
   “What do you mean?” She was sitting casually in her saddle and patiently waiting for an answer.
 
   Getting tired of her games, Mylot narrowed his eyes. “It’s just not like you to ask me a question unless it is some kind of test. Why do you now care what I think?” He punctuated his words by pointing with his index finger.
 
   “Who said I care what you think?” She countered. “I really don’t. I just want you to start thinking.” She tapped his head with her finger. “The faster you learn, the faster I don’t have to babysit you anymore.”
 
   Suppressing his urge to throttle the woman, he answered as calmly as he could. “So you know what we need to do?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 
   “Of course,” she replied as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
 
   “Then why are you not just doing it, and showing me. I can learn by watching you,” Mylot said in a raised voice, struggling not to yell at her.
 
   “I won’t always be here with you. You need to learn how to think. So answer the question. What are we going to do?”
 
   Mylot thought for a moment. “Can we cut off the road and go south?”
 
   “Good thinking. There are two paths leading south, one is up ahead, probably very close to the krydox. That is the path we were going to be taking. The other is back about six miles, it is seldom used and usually overgrown.”
 
   “Do we need to use the paths or can we just cut through the fields and trees?” Mylot asked, pointing out into the open field on the south.
 
   “If we were in dire need we could try to cut across, but while it looks clear now, it often runs into a swamp, bog, or dense field of wild briars. The swamps are more likely, especially when we get closer to the lake. It is usually best to use the trails.”
 
   “All right, let’s go back; we can make up six miles pretty quickly…” Bethany began to laugh as she kicked her horse forward. “What?”
 
   “Who are we?” Bethany asked over her shoulder.
 
   Mylot urged his horse forward and answered after he was riding side by side with her. “Well, you are an obnoxious woman, and I am…” Mylot was cut off by a slap across the face he didn’t see in time to stop. Mylot clenched his jaw and fought the urge to press his hand to his red cheek.
 
   “We are the King’s Guard!” she said sternly. Then she softened slightly, “we are commissioned to protect his people. Don’t you get it? Our job is to fight for the people who cannot do it themselves. We put our lives at risk to protect those who are weak or defenseless. What if an unsuspecting traveler was injured or killed by that animal, what if a family passes by this way today or tomorrow? Pretty much everyone going from Omer’s realm to Lexingar will use this route. We need to remove the threat or people will die.”
 
   “Okay, I get it.” Mylot responded with an exasperated sigh.
 
   Smiling, Bethany added, “Besides, I like krydox meat.” Mylot looked at her with a shocked expression. Nobody hunted krydox for its meat. It was a tough muscled creature that was rarely ever seen. When they did come out of the wilds they were hunted down and killed. They were pests like sand dragons in the desert, or drams in the north. They were dangerous but relatively rare as people killed them whenever they were found near civilization.
 
   “Quick question. How are we going to fight a krydox with swords?” he asked tapping the weapon at his side.
 
   “No little mouse, you are going to watch and learn and I am going to fight it with my hunting knife. I only use my sword when it’s a challenge.” Bethany kicked her horse forward and tossed her hair, as if being carefree while attacking a krydox was a perfectly normal thing to do. Mylot shook his head at how ridiculous she was acting, and followed close behind.
 
   They continued down the road, Bethany in front acting casual and calm with Mylot behind shaking his head in disbelief. After a couple of miles, Bethany pointed to her left and Mylot saw the trail south. He knew that trail would lead them to Peyton, but he also knew that they were not taking this path. Several hundred yards after pointing to the trail Bethany dismounted and dropped the reins to the ground. Mylot also leapt from the saddle landing lightly on his feet. The excitement of the moment overcame his discomfort from the previous week of travel.
 
   In the ditch to the side of the road a deep grunting noise sounded. Bethany drew her hunting knife and continued to move forward. Mylot instinctively drew his sword and began following, but she motioned him to stay with the horses. “Keep the horses clear. We won’t get far without them.” He reluctantly obeyed.
 
   The sound from the krydox changed from a deep grunt into an angry growl as it rose to its feet. Mylot stood frozen in place. The creature was huge. It rose up almost ten feet tall as it stood up on its tight muscled hind legs. It tossed its head from side to side baring its sharp teeth, as it displayed its long sharp horns. When it pounded down onto its front legs Mylot felt the ground move even from this safe distance. Mylot watched in shock as Bethany continued to advance on the tall, black animal, taking a wide stance and holding her hunting knife ready for action. She waved her hunting knife as if gesturing for the creature to come meet her for battle. It was the craziest thing Mylot had ever seen.
 
   The krydox was deceptively swift for an animal so large and it caught Bethany by surprise when it growled violently and lunged forward. Bethany dove to the right narrowly avoiding the initial charge. Her dive was not an elegant roll but a frantic sprawl that left her lying on the ground grabbing her knife and getting to her feet.
 
   While she was readjusting her stance and the hold on her knife, the beast had turned on her again. It was getting ready to charge and Mylot knew that she would have no time to react. Despite his dislike for this woman, chivalry prevailed.
 
   When the krydox began moving, Mylot waved his hands wildly and called out for it, then he grabbed a small stone from the road and threw it at the animal. Noticing the ruckus the animal maintained its momentum but made a slight right to head down the road directly at Mylot and the horses. It roared in fury as it thundered forward. Mylot slapped the horses and they scattered to either side while he stood his ground in the middle of the road. He had never struck the killing blow on a krydox hunt, nor had he ever seen a single person kill one, it was usually a group effort with the krydox skewered on one lance or riddled with crossbow bolts while the other men descended to finish the job.
 
   Without time to think Mylot spun to the side as the krydox moved past he felt a strange surge within himself and his reflexes and strength seemed to work faster and better than they ever had before. He was easily able to avoid being struck down by the powerful animal, and as it was still charging past, he swung a low strike at the animal’s hind leg cleanly slicing it off as the creature was still running. The krydox screamed in agony and thrashed around on the ground.
 
   Mylot wanted to run over and end the animal’s suffering, but as he took a step toward the krydox he stumbled and felt dizzy. He stood in place for a moment trying to regain his balance, wondering what caused the temporary dizzy spell. He then ran to the large animal and with a single stroke delivered the killing blow, ending the animal’s pain.
 
   “Now that was impressive,” Bethany said as she approached. She was no longer looking vulnerable or in any need of help, but instead she walked confidently and there was a look in her eyes that looked almost like pride.
 
   “What were you thinking?” Mylot’s voice was filled with concern. “You could have been killed attacking a krydox with a hunting knife.”
 
   “Well my plan wasn’t to actually kill it with my hunting knife. I had a secret weapon.” She lightly tapped Mylot on the chest and smiled. Mylot stood dumfounded for a moment as he watched her slowly walking away.
 
   “This was your plan the whole time?” he asked in surprise. Mylot stood for a moment looking at Bethany with skeptical eyes. What else was she holding back? Was everything she did part of some kind of training she felt he needed? This kind of on the job training could get him killed, but it was also the exact kind of danger and adventure he yearned for when he agreed to join the King’s Guard, so he found it difficult to be angry.
 
   “Not the whole time, I just wanted to see if you would endanger yourself to protect someone else, someone you were not terribly fond of, I might add.” She emphasized her words by pointing at herself.
 
   “Well, that is my job now, as part of the team,” Mylot said with a grin.
 
   Bethany did not answer but instead beamed with a smile. “We’ll stop early tonight and enjoy roasted krydox. I think you’ll like it. You’re making the fire.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next few days were much more pleasant. Since the krydox attack, Bethany acted a lot more friendly, and she stopped asking him if he was ready to quit. It was as though that was the final test before she realized that he was really going to stick with this training, and be a member of the guard. Mylot began to see how their duties were part of a larger goal; helping the people of Denall. Surprisingly he was very satisfied in playing his small role to help king and country. He was also much more satisfied as their saddle bags were filled to capacity with krydox jerky, which was a little stringy, but had a nice flavor.
 
   “We’ll get to Peyton’s cottage tomorrow around midday.” Bethany called out as Mylot gathered some firewood.
 
   “That sounds great,” Mylot replied. “Then we can get some information that may turn out to be a complete waste of our time.”
 
   “We can only hope,” Bethany said sincerely.
 
   Mylot looked up from the pile of wood he had collected. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Honestly, Mylot, do you want Mordyar to be coming?”
 
   The question caught Mylot by surprise. In their travels, he hadn’t really stopped to think about what their mission might mean. Maybe some missions were better to end as a fruitless pursuit. “No, but I’d also like our trip to not be pointless.”
 
   “Pointless?” Bethany turned on him. “You have seen the trails east of Lexingar, killed a krydox, learned how to start a fire, set up snares, and gather edible food. I think that was a month well spent for you. For me on the other hand…” she said with a smile and slight tilt of her head. 
 
   “Fine, it hasn’t been completely pointless,” he conceded, holding his hands up in surrender. “But, I would really love for you to teach me how you have such quick reflexes.” In their evening training Bethany was still consistently beating Mylot every time they fought. He had the advantage of strength, but Bethany moved so fast that he couldn’t keep up with her.
 
   “Hold out your hand,” she said.
 
   “Again?” He was tired of failing at this little game she played.
 
   “Yes!” Her hand shot out and rapped her knuckles on his head as a friendly reminder to not question her authority.
 
   Mylot held out his hand and Bethany placed three pebbles in his open palm. “How many?”
 
   “Take two leave one.” Before he could complete his sentence she had grabbed two stones from his hand. He hadn’t even seen her flinch or begin moving, it was like the stones were simply gone. In the past week, he had tried everything he could think of and nothing worked. He watched her eyes, or her hand, or his hand, or the tight muscles in her shoulder, anything that would give him a hint that she was about to move, but every time before he knew what was happening, the stones were gone. Even when he tried to distract her, she was easily faster than he was.
 
   “Showing me that you’re fast doesn’t help me.” Mylot said in frustration.
 
   “Quiet.” She held out her hand showing the two pebbles she had taken. “Now, take just one.” Mylot grabbed for the stone as quickly as he could, but she easily closed her fingers before he could touch it.
 
   “Mylot, when you struck down that krydox, how did you move so quickly?” He lunged for the stones again, and again her hand was closed.
 
   “I don’t know, I was just in the moment and I did it.” He looked away as if in deep thought then lunged out to grab the stones, but missed a third time.
 
   “Nice try,” Bethany said shaking her head. “Before I tell you this, I have to do one more thing for the last time.” Bethany slapped Mylot playfully across the face before he could move to stop her. She nodded in satisfaction.
 
   “What was that for?” he asked innocently.
 
   She shrugged her shoulders playfully. “After today’s lesson I won’t be able to do that anymore.”
 
   “Thank goodness!” he said. “Why didn’t we have this lesson sooner?”
 
   “It was more fun this way.” He grabbed for the stones and missed again. “When you dodged the krydox and sliced at its legs, you moved so quickly because you were using your gift.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Mylot thought back to the confrontation with the krydox. He had concentrated on using his gift of strength, but how was speed connected to strength? Was there more to being a strongarm than just being powerful? “Let me try something.”
 
   Bethany held out her hands with two stones in her open palm. Mylot concentrated on using his gift of strength then, not knowing how, he pooled that energy into speed instead of brute strength. In a flash, Mylot’s hand darted out. Bethany closed her hand on top of his with his fingers grasping a single pebble. “So, little mouse,” the name was no longer said with disdain, “you have learned something very important on this trip.”
 
   “Yes I have, Beth.”
 
   “Beth?” she asked with her eyebrow raised.
 
   “If you have a nickname for me, I thought it would be…”
 
   “No,” she interrupted. “That’s not how this works.”
 
   “Either way that was amazing!” Mylot said excitedly. “I can’t believe how quickly I moved. It was like opening a whole other side of my gift.” Before he could say any more he stumbled and sat down swaying back and forth.
 
   Bethany nodded, “Oh yeah, you might feel light headed the first couple of times you use your gift for speed. It takes some practice and control. That’s why we’ve been doing the exercises. If you just go right into using your gift for speed, it can knock you unconscious for several hours.” She helped to ease Mylot down to sitting next to the fire. She held him steady and looked into his eyes, making sure he wasn’t going to pass out. “Strongarms are not just strong; we can do amazing things with our gift.” Then she hesitated for a moment. “You can’t share that with just anyone. If you do then we would lose our advantage.”
 
   “What about other gifts?” Mylot’s interest was piqued. He was still feeling light headed, but his mind was gradually clearing and, although he felt like he could sit up straight on his own without Bethany’s support, he let her hold him for a time.
 
   “They each have their own secrets, we worry about ours.” Mylot nodded. “So you keep practicing that and as a level five you will be picking those pebbles out of my hand in no time.” Mylot shot out his hand to grab the remaining pebble from her, but her hand was closed faster. “Well maybe not in no time,” she said with a sparkle in her eye that she only got when she really smiled.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaz stood up high in a tree, looking down on a campsite where three men dressed in worn, woolen clothing lay around a fire that was burning bright long after the sun had set. The large fire would easily draw the attention of anyone who was in the area. 
 
   His heart beat quickly and he anxiously shifted his weight back and forth as he pulled experimentally on his bowstring. A hand reached up and rested on his shin. “Calm down,” P whispered to him. “I don’t need to be a listener to hear your heart drumming from here. And you two,” she reached up to the branches above her and slapped Seed and Smudge on their legs, “If you cannot calm your breathing, I will send you both to wait with the horses. You are far too loud!”
 
   Kaz glanced up to the two young men who, everyone agreed, should stay with Kaz as his “assistants.” Though they were both nearly as old as Kaz, and both extremely eager to participate in the uprising they hoped would bring their families freedom, no one wanted to see them get hurt. It had been agreed that Seed would keep Kaz’s extra quiver ready for him, and that Smudge would be ready to relay orders if necessary. Smudge looked eager for the action to start, and tossed a sly smile Kaz’s way before silently mimicking P’s scolding facial expressions. Seed, on the other hand, was staring fixedly out at the forest, an almost feverish gleam in his eyes as he waited for the plan to unfold. His breathing was very quick and heavy, and Kaz wondered whether the frail boy’s heart might not give out after even a few more such nights if he could not learn to calm himself. 
 
   Kaz looked down at P and couldn’t help but envy the way she seemed to be able to treat every situation as though it was the simplest thing in the world. She always seemed so calm and collected. In the weeks it had taken them to travel all the way from Lexingar, he could count on his hand the number of times she had shown even the slightest bit of surprise or excitement. 
 
   Her face almost always wore a calm, almost stoic look, except when she spoke to the men from Hess about their families and the others living in slavery. Kaz knew what she was doing was an expression of her deep love for those people, but the emotions of love, concern and excitement never showed; she just looked like a statue—a very attractive statue. 
 
   After all the careful plans, after the long journey, now they were about to reveal part of Omer’s treachery, and in the process, help get supplies for an uprising.
 
   P tapped Kaz’s soft leather boot and threw a small stone down on the ground next to the men at the fire. They heard the sound and responded by rolling over on the thin canvas that had been used for tents on the journey, and which were now being used for ground cover. Kaz looked out into the distance and saw some movement in the trees. A group of thieves was approaching the campsite.
 
   When the thieves got closer, Kaz tensed and raised his bow to the ready position. His job was to watch the thieves and make sure they were stopped if they actually posed any threat to the men in the camp. 
 
   The thieves entered the light of the fire. “Get up slowly or we'll gut you where you sleep,” the leader threatened.
 
   The men around the fire got up slowly and, just as P had directed, acted scared. “Don't hurt us,” Digger said, clasping his hands pleadingly. “Take whatever you want.” He pointed at their packs.
 
   While the first thief picked up the pack, the other three kept clubs raised. The leader picked through the bags and took all of the food, the only thing of value they were carrying. “There's nothing good here!” he said, enraged, as he backhanded Digger. At this point their trap was almost spoiled, Digger instinctively swung back and landed a punch squarely on the man's nose. Blood streamed down his face as he grabbed for his broken nose and stepped back. The other three bandits raised their clubs and moved menacingly toward Digger. Kaz drew his bowstring back, but P silently waved for him to let the scene play out. 
 
   Digger put up his hands and naturally fell back into the role of a helpless man being robbed. “I'm sorry, it was an instinct. You can take whatever you want, please don't hurt me.” 
 
   He pleaded so convincingly that the leader of the thieves simply returned a square punch to Digger's face and spat on him while turning to his friends. “He's not worth it.”
 
   P made another motion with her hand, meaning that the soldiers were coming. Shortly after seeing her motion, Kaz held up his hand with one finger, then a two with the same hand indicating that he could see twelve men approaching. The thieves also heard the noises. “Let's get out of here,” the leader said. “It must be Omer's patrol coming.” They retreated from the campfire and unknowingly ran straight into five armed and angry slaves hiding deeper in the woods.
 
   Into the light of the campfire came a full patrol of twelve riders with gleaming armor bearing the crest of Omer. The scene seemed very familiar to Kaz. The leader offered to help the poor, lost people back to a nearby road, telling them about the dangers of camping so far off the main roads. P raised her hand and her men in the trees silently drew their bows. 
 
   One of their men below couldn’t resist the urge to make a sideways glance up toward the trees, causing one of Omer's men to follow his gaze. For a moment it seemed he may not have noticed Kaz and P as they froze in place, afraid to even breathe, and he began to turn back to the men on the ground in front of him. Just then Kaz could see out of the corner of his eye that Seed had raised a hand to his heart. The small movement must have also caught the patrolman’s attention, because his eyes flew wide and he looked back to them again, reared his horse back, and loudly warned, “Get out! It's a trap.”
 
   P dropped her arm to signal the first volley of arrows, and instantly eight of the twelve soldiers were calling out a chorus of pain with arrows protruding from their thighs. Several of them fell from their horses, crying out in agony. The three men by the fire had grabbed carefully concealed short staves and began trying to take down the lead rider. The three men with staves were hardly a match for the rider with a long sword, but they were able to distract him long enough for Kaz to nock and shoot a bodkin-pointed arrow right through his chainmail. The rider screamed out in pain as he also tumbled to the ground. 
 
   The eight men who had been hiding in the trees jumped to the ground rushed to the wounded soldiers and finished them off with a gusto Kaz had not thought to have ever seen from them. One of Omer's soldiers turned his horse and bolted for the woods. P pointed at him and Kaz drew his bow. The man dodged between trees as he made his way toward the keep. “Shoot him!” P shouted, but Kaz continued to wait for a clear shot.
 
   When the soldier was out of range for any average archer, P scowled at Kaz, and jumped to the ground to grab the reins of one of the fallen soldiers’ horses. Before she could pursue the rider, he slowed down, and Kaz released his arrow, taking down the retreating soldier.
 
   P gave Kaz a surprised and approving look, then jumped down out of the saddle, curved short swords in her hands. This trap was her idea, and she was determined to be part of the action. She confronted a soldier who was off his horse. He approached confidently, swinging his sword in a long, arcing slice. P easily ducked under his arm and wheeled around, thrusting one short sword between his breastplate and helmet. He fell, lifeless, to the ground. Now P ran toward the 'thieves' to see if there were any left alive.
 
   Even though the men were fairly new to using bows, they had made short work of the patrol. When the soldiers were all dead, the victors removed the armor and collected the weapons from the fallen enemies. They doused the fire and took the horses and other spoils of war back to their true campsite, which was concealed a safe distance from the ambush site. The men were chattering excitedly about how successful the evening had gone when P returned with the food the thieves had taken, “Did we lose anyone?”
 
   Digger was the first to answer. “No, we're all here, and look at all this loot.” 
 
   “We’re going to need to do more weapons training,” Kaz commented while he looked over the steel swords, a crossbow, armor and horses. From the 'thieves' they had gotten clubs. Now the men had real weapons -- not just walking staves. 
 
   “What we need right now is to cover any evidence of our having been here. We don’t need Omer’s thugs figuring out what is happening for many nights to come. Let’s get moving to get these bodies moved. There is a ravine not far from here. We can bury them with a rockslide pretty easily. Let’s go men!” Then, turning to Kaz, she said, “You stay here and handle those two.”
 
   He turned then toward a clanking sound behind him and was startled for a moment to see two armored patrolmen approaching before he realized that the “patrolmen” were far too short, and far too skinny for the armor they were wearing.
 
   “This is great!” exclaimed Smudge after opening the visor to the too-large helmet he had on his head. “We look great, don’t we Seed?” Seed nodded as best he could, his own helmet wobbling all over as he did so. “Tell me, mister, what are you doing out here at night without a pass? I think you need a taste of my steel here!” He gruffed at Kaz with a deep voice. 
 
   Kaz put his hands up and feigned fear. “Please, have mercy!”
 
   “If you can answer my riddle, I’ll think about it. In your pocket it’s a treat, in the ground it’s a baby and in the air it will make you sneeze!”
 
   Kaz found himself truly baffled. He had never heard such a riddle. He looked helplessly to Asher who was busy tying the horses to some nearby trees before heading to help at the ravine. He was laughing happily, watching this interrogation play out. “A seed!” he called out.
 
   Smudge whirled on him and pointed an accusing finger. “No help allowed! You’re next, old man!” Asher simply laughed harder and waved the young man off as he turned to head in the direction P had gone. “One more try,” Smudge said, turning back to Kaz. “Give him a good one, Seed!”
 
   Seed fumbled to open the visor on his helmet and looked at Smudge with surprise. “But you took my favorite one,” he complained. When Smudge simply nodded back in Kaz’s direction, Seed cleared his throat and stuttered out, “It’s bent as an o-old m-man, f-fresh as a child, and sharper than the s-smartest mage.”
 
   Kaz really had to think about this one. Finally an idea came to him, as he thought about weeding in Gran’s garden in Dungan. “A rose bush!” He said triumphantly. Smudge and Seed were clearly enjoying the game. They continued with riddles and stories for the better part of an hour while the other men shuttled the bodies of Omer’s patrolmen and hired thieves to the ravine.
 
   By the early hours of the morning the group had finished their work and continued on their way closer to Omer's Keep, following the ravine north for several miles. They were able to conceal themselves in a thickly wooded area that overlooked the keep. 
 
   “We'll rest here for the day, and then tomorrow night we'll strike again,” P told the men.
 
   As the men prepared for sleep, Kaz approached P. “What are we doing tomorrow?” P did not respond at first, but after Kaz gazed steadfastly at her, P conceded.
 
   “Omer is a level four strongarm.” She looked down for a moment and added, “Brainpower is not his strong suit. The schemes and deceptions he has perpetrated for so many years require a very astute mind.”
 
   Kaz nodded. “So you don't think he's the brains behind the operations.”
 
   Nodding, she replied. “Exactly. Digger and some of the other slaves heard of two intellects working as advisors for Omer. I’ve only ever known him to have one, and he was as brilliant as he was cruel. I want to get a closer look and see who is really running the day to day affairs of his operations. Then I want to remove them. If we cannot remove them, this entire mission will be pointless.”
 
   “And if we can remove them?”
 
   She looked up to see if anyone else was listening, then quietly answered. “It will still be a long shot.” Then more cheerfully she added, “But making long shots seems to be your specialty. Get some sleep. I need you at your best tomorrow. The hardest part is still to come.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Algernon caravan set up in a circle outside the village of Cotham. The trip had been uneventful as they travelled along the Gulpa River, but now outside the medium sized village, the people were filled with excitement at the prospect of having a caravan visiting. The children ran among the carts with eager smiles as parents were asking about the wares they had brought with them this year.
 
   Farin was helping Blade set up his wagon when he saw a man from the village head directly to Odon’s wagon. “Who is that?” he asked Blade while pointing at the man who walked as though he was someone of importance.
 
   “That’s Caleb,” Blade answered as he set up a table with assorted pieces of tanned leather. “He’s the mayor of Cotham. A very nice and reasonable man. Probably just coming to welcome us to the area.”
 
   While he was getting the practice ring set up for his daily sparing with Angela, Farin overheard something Caleb said that drew his attention. “Odon is his name.”
 
   Farin turned and saw Odon smiling and nodding his head. “Yes we met him a while back. He seemed like a wonderful young man.”
 
   Caleb shook his head, “Do you even know who his father was? He is a criminal and a liar.”
 
   “I think people can change,” Odon argued. “And I don’t think people always turn out to be like their parents. What did your father do for a living?” he asked.
 
   “My father was a carpenter,” Caleb answered.
 
   “And look at you, mayor of Cotham. You see, you are not the same as your father,” Odon reasoned. Caleb seemed confused and didn’t respond. “What has he been doing since he came back?” Odon asked.
 
   “He’s been gathering a group of bandits. They have started a small village down the road,” he pointed to the east toward the ocean.
 
   “Are they robbing travelers?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are they stopping caravans from trading in the area?”
 
   “Well, not yet,” Caleb replied in a voice that was starting to seem frustrated.
 
   Odon put an arm around Caleb and began walking with him. “If he is setting up a community where someone who was previously thieving can make an honest living, I think that can only help in this area, don’t you?”
 
   Caleb nodded his head and began talking, but Farin was not able to hear the rest of what he said as Blade clamped his hands over Farin’s ears. “Eavesdropping is rude,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Farin replied automatically, “but I can’t really help it. I pretty much hear everything that’s going on all the time.”
 
   Blade released his ears. “Then at least try to be subtle about it,” he said with a grin. “Odon’s probably just securing a place for Boon to stay.”
 
   “What?” Farin asked, surprised that Boon would not be traveling with them.
 
   “I thought you heard everything?” Blade taunted. “Boon’s leg injury from the landslide has been acting up, so he’s thinking that he’ll stay here for a while, maybe join with us in the fall at the Lexingar tournaments, or perhaps earlier than that if he can’t stand staying still any longer. Nothing to worry about. Now come over here and help me set up the saddle display.”
 
   “I didn’t think they rode horses much here in the east,” Farin said as he grabbed a saddle to put out for display.
 
   “Compared to the people in the Wollar Plains, that is true, but that is why they will buy saddles from us,” he explained. “In the Wollar Plains, they ride so much that they all know how to repair their own saddles. “Here they mainly use horses for hauling lumber from the forest, and for travel to the other villages. They don’t know much about making good saddles.”
 
   Farin grabbed a barrel filled with arrows he had made and placed them next to the saddle display. “You won’t be selling any of those here,” Blade said as he pulled out some leather patches with strings attached to them. “Here they don’t use bows and arrows; they prefer to use stones and slings. While we’re stopped you should definitely watch them, they are deadly accurate.”
 
   “Stones and slings?” Farin asked in surprise. “Are you joking with me?”
 
   Blade smiled and shook his head, “It’s so funny how people react to different traditions.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Farin asked, not sure how he had gotten on that line of thinking.
 
   “Well you see, here in north eastern Denall the people use slings and stones, but you think that is silly as you use bows in the west. If you ask someone here what they think of the magicians in the far south, they might tell you that magicians don’t exist, or that they have three heads. I’ve been around to most corners of Denall, and everyone’s perception of other regions is different. At this point when someone tells me something about themselves, I’ve just come to accept it.”
 
   “So they seriously use slings and stones?” Farin asked, still not convinced. “How can that even work?”
 
   Blade covered a smile and shook his head slightly. “After you watch them you might change your mind.”
 
   “I doubt that very much,” Farin replied as he set his barrel of arrows down next to his table.
 
   Blade pointed out into the field to a young man about Farin’s age who was coming in their direction. “I bet he can hit three targets quicker with his sling than you can with your bow and arrows.”
 
   Farin looked questioningly at Blade. “Is he the village sling champion or something?”
 
   Blade almost burst out laughing. “Wouldn’t that be nice if the first person walking by just happened to be the best with the sling? Would you prefer I ask someone else? Oh, there is a young girl way over there, perhaps she is a better match for you.”
 
   Farin gave Blade a playful shove. “Fine, I’ll accept your challenge. What are we betting for?”
 
   “When I win,” Blade began, “You’ll set up all my supplies exactly as I dictate.
 
   “Sounds fair,” Farin replied. “But when I win, you will do the morning run with Angela and me - one day for every arrow I sell while I’m here.”
 
   Blade immediately stuck out his hand to shake on the deal. “You’re not going to sell any arrows, and you’re not going to win this bet. This is a no-brainer.”
 
   Farin greeted the young man as he made his way through the assembled caravans. “Hello, my name is Farin.”
 
   “Hello, I’m Ethem,” he replied quickly, then he returned to looking at the wares. 
 
   “Do you happen to have a sling with you?” Farin asked. He normally did not bother customers as they shopped, but he wanted to get the bet over with.
 
   “Yes I actually already do have one I use all the time, I’m not interested in buying a sling today,” he responded quickly while holding his hand up.
 
   Farin was a little discouraged by his response, as he did not use his bow every day, but he had already agreed to the match. “I’m actually not trying to sell you anything,” Farin answered, “I have a bit of a challenge for you.”
 
   “That sounds interesting,” Ethem said, coming to a stop. “Will this challenge cost me anything?”
 
   “No,” Farin reassured. “I just have a bet going with my mentor here,” he pointed back at Blade, “on who can hit three targets quicker. You with your sling, or me with my bow.”
 
   Ethem smiled and pulled three rocks from a pack at his side. “That’s not really a fair bet,” he began. “Blade knows I’m one of the best with the sling in this village, and you look more like a swordsman than an archer, am I right?”
 
   Farin turned to his mentor who was leaning back on a chair with his feet up on a stool waving at the young man. “Hi Ethem, it’s great to see you,”
 
   Farin glared at the older man before returning to his conversation. Perhaps, he thought, if he made the targets farther away it would give him an advantage with the bow. “Yes the sword is my first weapon, but I grew up using a bow. So what do you say? Are you up for the challenge?”
 
   “What’s in it for me?” he asked, stepping back with his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   “The satisfaction of winning?” Farin suggested tentatively.
 
   Ethem shook his head and looked to Blade for a better answer. Blade stood up and slowly joined the two young men. “Ethem, I’ll give you, free of charge, a pouch filled with stones you can use in your sling.”
 
   “Nice try!” Ethem replied. “How about a new sling for my nephew? He’d be thrilled if I came home with it.”
 
   “I’ll knock the price down by one third if you win, but if you lose, you will pay full price. Do we have a deal?” Ethem stretched out his hand and shook Blade’s enthusiastically.
 
   Farin was amazed at how the older man had secured a sale whether he won the bet or not. The Algernon’s were fierce negotiators. “I’ll go ahead and set up the targets,” he said as he grabbed some leather scraps from Blade’s wagon.
 
   “You can set up one, Ethem can set up one, and I’ll set up the third,” Blade said, grabbing the leather from Farin. “That way things are fair.”
 
   “It’s not really fair,” Ethem countered. “You benefit if Farin wins.”
 
   Farin tapped Ethem on the shoulder, “He also benefit’s if you win, trust me.”
 
   Ethem began laughing. “You are a shrewd trader, Blade. Shrewd.”
 
   With the targets set up, Farin was beginning to question his chances for success, he was also nervous as there was a crowd gathering to see what was happening. Ethem set up his target at about ten paces away, Farin’s target was back at about twenty paces, and Blade’s was about twelve paces behind them in the opposite direction from the other targets. Ethem expertly swung his sling around his head, like nothing Farin had ever seen before. He experimentally pulled his bowstring, hoping that his training with Blade would somehow help to increase his speed with archery.
 
   “Fire!” Blade called out.
 
   Farin drew his bow and started by taking out his target that was twenty paces away, he could see Ethem beside him casting a stone from his sling. He drew another arrow and shot it into the target Ethem had set up, and was surprised to see Ethem easily hitting the leather that he had set up twenty paces away. Farin spun quickly while drawing his bow, but as he focused in on the leather Blade had set up, it rippled as Ethem’s stone hit it.
 
   Farin released the tension on the bow slowly, not even taking his final shot. “Well done!” he said, extending a hand to Ethem. “Great job!”
 
   Ethem shook Farin’s hand and patted him on the back. “That was fun, we should do it again.”
 
   “I’d love to, but it’ll have to be another time. It seems there is a crowd here around Blade’s wagon, and now I need to set up all his supplies.” Farin returned to the wagon and began unloading Blade’s wares as the older man joked with the people who were gathered around and, true to his word, sold Ethem a discounted sling for his nephew.
 
   After two weeks of trading in Cotham, the Algernon’s turned their wagons west, heading toward Kinstock on their way to Omer’s realm.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   In the morning P and Kaz left the others in order to scout around the keep. If they were lucky, they might see their targets and be able to form a plan of attack. “So how long have you had the Hearing Stone?” Kaz asked in his most casual tone.
 
   “I was wondering when you would ask me more about it,” P responded. “I acquired it from a man I once knew.”
 
   Kaz looked expectantly. “I think you can give me a little more information than that.”
 
   “I told you that I was on this mission for redemption.” Kaz nodded. “I have done a lot of things in my life that I regret. Taking that stone from my father was not one of them.”
 
   The look of hatred in her eyes suggested to Kaz that there was much more to the story than she was sharing, but it also told him to drop the issue. “Other than hearing magic things, how does it help your hearing?”
 
   P was silent and looked like she was considering what she would say. “Do you know how you can focus your sight over long distances?” Kaz nodded. “Sound works like that too. I can direct my hearing to a conversation that is happening far away. 
 
   “I can see almost twice as far using the stone,” Kaz told her.
 
   “Right, I can do that too, but the really amazing part is that I learned how to focus on two conversations, then more and more. I’ve never heard of anyone else being able to do that, so I think it’s probably connected to the stone.”
 
   Kaz nodded, he knew that seeing clearly at night was something he was only able to do with the help of the Sight Stone. He wondered if there was more to his gift, other hidden things that he could do while using the stone. He had tried several times to see a magic aura around objects, but so far that had only led to headaches and disappointment. “So how far can you hear?”
 
   “I can hear as far as I could ever want to and through almost any substance.” She made a very subtle smile of satisfaction at this declaration.
 
   “I bet I can see farther than you can hear,” Kaz challenged.
 
   “You're on!” She smiled at him, and for a moment he thought he saw past her hard exterior.
 
   As they came within sight of the keep Kaz focused in on the guards on the tower. “The blue-eyed guard seems to be the most dangerous,” he said as their private challenge began.
 
   “He might be the best with the crossbow, but he's too busy talking with his cat to notice if we move.”
 
   Kaz looked at P, doubt written all over his face. “There is no way you can know…” Just then the man bent over and picked up a mangy-looking tabby cat.
 
   “I guess I win that round,” P said, as she continued to search their surroundings.
 
   “Where do you think we'll see these advisors?” Kaz asked. “And what will they look like?”
 
   P shrugged. “I imagine they will be pale white from being inside all day long.”
 
   “If they're inside all the time how are we going to see them?” Kaz said, as he looked at the thick stone walls before him.
 
   “That kind of question will only lead to another round for me. Can't you see through rock walls?” She snorted a laugh and turned to face the walls.
 
   Kaz silently continued to scan the surroundings, but could only see the regular contingent of guards. With his new found encouragement, he tried to see if he could see through the wall. He honed in on the wall, a specific part of the wall, a certain stone and then on a grain of sand that was sitting on the top edge of the stone. He concentrated so hard on that speck that he felt his pulse begin to race and his head begin to pound. He knew that this was the point where he usually worked himself into a headache, but he forced himself to strain harder. He almost screamed when P placed a hand lightly on his arm.
 
   “You're doing it all wrong,” she said to him.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I can see your eyes about to pop out of your head, you're straining too much. I used to do the same thing when I was first learning how to use to the Hearing Stone.” Then she took a breath and tried to explain. “When you focus your vision it narrows to a point.” Kaz nodded to her statement. “If you focus on that point you will only ever see to that point. For me to hear through the walls I focus on the entire wall, then I search for any cracks that will let out sound and I almost piece together all that is coming out of the different parts.”
 
   “I'm not sure I understand,” Kaz said. Then he added, “I think hearing may be different than sight. There aren't spots of light coming out of the walls, and even if they were, I couldn't piece them together to make a picture of the inside of a room.”
 
   “You're right.” She was silent for a moment and then tried a different strategy. “Try focusing on the back end of the keep. If your focal point is beyond the wall maybe that will work.”
 
   Kaz was up for anything at this point and very optimistic about the prospect of seeing through walls, so he picked a target beyond the wall, a tall evergreen on the far side of the keep. The tree was half covered by the edge of the eastern wall, so he would be able to focus on the tree while looking at the keep. He concentrated and tried to look beyond the keep. The result was amazing. As he focused on the tree, the wall came racing into sight with such clarity that he had not been able to see before. He could see the grain of sand he had previously been watching, but he could also see that it was not an actual piece of sand but the flat edges and white color suggested it was instead a grain of salt. The flat edges of the grain of salt reflected the sunlight.
 
   “How's that coming?” P asked, as she continued to scan the levels of the castle.
 
   “If you're so great at listening through walls, why haven't you found him yet?” Kaz countered.
 
   “I can't hear much beyond the first hallway, so I'm listening to fifteen different partial conversations trying to hear if there is anything noteworthy. Also the sound through stone is somewhat muffled, so it isn't exactly like being next to them.”
 
   “Sorry,” Kaz said. “I did find that if I focus on something twice as far as what I want to see I can widen my focus and increase the detail of what I see at a distance.”
 
   “Now I'm confused,” P admitted.
 
   “It's hard to explain,” Kaz replied. “I can see the reflection off a grain of salt out on the stone walls.”
 
   “I think this round goes to you,” P said, clearly impressed. Then she paused for a minute. “Did you say you could see a reflection?”
 
   “Yeah, the sun was reflecting off the salt. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Reflections can go around corners,” she said with a smile.
 
   Kaz began a second scan of all the arrow slits in the stone wall. On the first floor he could see nothing but partial tapestries. The second floor brought him some more luck. There was a shield on the wall that was curved. Kaz looked at the shield and could make out no details. “There is a shield on the second floor it has a reflection, but I can't make out what it is.”
 
   P gave him a gentle reminder. “Are you looking at the reflection, or beyond it?”
 
   “Right,” said Kaz. “It's not easy to focus on a small object while trying to fool your eyes into looking at something beyond.” He refocused on the tree beyond the keep and then looked over to the arrow slit. This worked very well. He could see down the hall to the left about twenty feet.
 
   “What can you hear from that level?” Kaz asked.
 
   “There is a scratching noise, like a mouse or rat or something small.”
 
   “This round goes to me,” Kaz said with a smile. “A maid is rubbing a stain from the rug.”
 
   The pair continued scanning hallways on the east side of the keep and although it was good practice for expanding their sight and hearing, it did little to help them find the advisors. Around noon the maids picked up their cleaning supplies and disappeared and all the guards began to stand a little taller. Kaz looked to P and she nodded for him to keep a sharp eye out. Before long, a tall man dressed in dark plate mail stepped outside the keep followed by a small contingent of guards. 
 
   Kaz ducked down behind a rock and looked over at P. “Is that Omer?” he asked as the man walked around surveying the grounds.
 
   P looked down on the small group of men, and pulled Kaz back out from behind the rock. “He wants us to think it is,” P responded. “But he’s shorter than the man in the dark armor.”
 
   “Are you saying he's a decoy?” Kaz asked.
 
   “That's right. Omer is the man just to the left of the man wearing his armor. Hopefully, he thinks that he is the target, then his advisors will be more vulnerable.”
 
   Kaz looked down at the group, the man P indicated was short, but there were several other guards who were just as short. “How do you know what he looks like at this distance?” Kaz asked.
 
   “Very few people alive have ever actually seen Omer,” P began. “Omer is a very cautious man and he knows that he has many enemies.”
 
   “I thought he was a powerful baron, favored of the king?” Kaz asked surprised.
 
   “That’s true,” P conceded. “The king, and many of the nobility like him very much. He throws elaborate parties, shares with them his wine and gives them a place to stay if they are traveling through his realm, but the lesser nobles, merchants, businessmen and anyone who is lower class has good reason to hate him. He swindles them constantly, and, as you know, doesn’t really provide the protection they need.”
 
   “So he hides who he is constantly so he can take advantage of the less fortunate and escape the consequences?”
 
   “That about sums it up. He rarely leaves his keep and when he feels his enemies are watching he always has a double act in his place. His advisors, his personal maid and his immediate family are the only ones who know for certain what Omer actually looks like.” Almost inaudibly, P shared a secret with Kaz that shocked him. “I know what he looks like because that man tried to claim the Hearing Stone. And I can identify him at this distance because he walks with a limp I gave him on the day I took back my stone and left his keep.”
 
   “What? You want me to kill your father?” Kaz asked, completely shocked by the revelation. He sat back down behind the rock and put his bow on the ground.
 
   “No,” P said firmly. “I'm going to kill him. I want you to kill his advisors, and then we'll plan how to best overrun the fortress and give freedom to the people of Hess, and end the oppression in this realm.”
 
   Kaz held his head not sure how to process all that was happening. He knew he wanted to help the people in Hess. He also knew first hand how terrible Omer’s men could be. He wanted to stop them, but was beginning to question P’s closeness to Omer and the entire situation. “So how did he get that limp?” Kaz asked seeing how he was walking.
 
   “Before I left with my stone I threw one of my knives at him. I tried to make sure I wouldn’t have any more half siblings born to chambermaids and slaves, but I missed. It struck his leg. It really is a shame too,” she remarked, “I liked that knife. Any more questions?”
 
   “You know I’m always filled with at least one or twelve,” Kaz replied with a smile. 
 
   “I’ll give you two,” she countered.
 
   Kaz asked in a quiet and somber tone. “What happened to your mother?”
 
   “She was a lesser noblewoman from Pike Point. She married Omer as part of an alliance between Omer and her parents that helped him get some business and political connections in Pike Point. When her parents died, Omer took over their business completely, and my mother was no longer needed for any of his plans. Let's just say that this trip is not just for my redemption, it's also for revenge.” With that P looked down at the man to whom she owed her existence and her countenance darkened.
 
   “I’m really sorry,” Kaz said trying to comfort her, though he knew his words would not bring peace to her. She was determined to get revenge, and nothing else would suffice. “So what happened to you when your mom died?”
 
   “He thought that when I was of age, I could marry some nobleman and help him get more established. You see, right now he is powerful, but men with power always want more. So he kept me around. And that ends your questions,” she concluded. “Time to get back to work,” she said pointing down at the keep. 
 
   Kaz focused in on the group that were walking around the grounds. There were several guards holding spears, and shields marching in a protective circle around Omer. The decoy walked in the lead, with the limping Omer directly behind him. Surrounding the man P called Omer, were several people who looked like noblemen trailing behind. “P, I think his advisors are walking right behind him.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” P asked, trying to see the two men walking closest to Omer.
 
   “Do you see how he steps back from time to time and they gather around to speak with him?” Kaz pointed down at the group.
 
   “I can't make out that kind of detail at this distance,” she answered. “Do you think you could hit them from here?”
 
   “That shouldn't be a problem. The trick is getting both of them with kill shots before they retreat back into the keep.”
 
   “If we wait until they are far away from the gate, then you can shoot one of them and then the other while they are running back to the keep. Could you make that shot?”
 
   “I think it might be best to wait till I can get the two lined up. They are wearing soft silk clothing, no armor so the shot should go through the first into the second.”
 
   “So you think you can kill them both in a single shot?” P asked, incredulously.
 
   Kaz shook his head from side to side. “No, that would be impossible from this vantage. The arrow would be angled downwards. If I aim high on the close advisor and angle it just right, I can kill the closest advisor while probably hitting the second, maybe a leg shot if I'm lucky. They just need to be very close together or it'll never work.”
 
   “Whatever you think is best,” P said, and then she silently waited, listening for any sign that Kaz's hunch was right.
 
   “What I think is best?” he repeated. “I doubt very much that is what you are interested in.”
 
   P patted Kaz on the shoulder, “You’re wrong about that,” she corrected. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you since your caravan came to Lexingar. I’ve watched how you looked out for your friends, I watched how you treated Maggie at the tournament. I’ve watched how you train. I know you are honest, and considerate. I picked you for so many other reasons than your archery skills.” Kaz was surprised by P’s sincerity and openness. Despite their mysterious beginnings, he felt that he did trust her.
 
   Kaz watched the group walk over to the flower garden, where 'Omer' gave some gruff commands and criticisms to the workers. They were moving back to the stables when Kaz stood up and drew his first arrow. He paused for a moment then shot. The dark shafted arrow with white feathers easily pierced through the fancy clothing of the first advisor as he whispered into the ears of 'Omer's guard'. The advisor dropped to the ground and immediately there was a shuffle of people. The guards all dropped the façade and blocked the real Omer from any harm as they all rushed toward the gate. Kaz frantically searched to see whether he had hit the second advisor.
 
   “It got him,” Kaz announced. “That should slow him down until I…”
 
   P expected Kaz to draw a second arrow and take down one of the men huddled around Omer, but the second shot never came. She looked up to him expectantly. “Did you kill both of them with one shot?” No answer. “Is the second advisor dead?” No answer. P grabbed Kaz and shook him back into reality. “We have to get going. What happened?”
 
   “The second advisor, the one I injured.” Then a long pause.
 
   Impatient and needing answers P urged him on. “What is it!” she demanded.
 
   Finally Kaz breathed out his reply. “It's Bendar.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Peyton’s cottage was in the middle of a large, open field surrounded by small flower gardens, a cultivated vegetable patch, and some strategically placed fruit trees. It looked like a cozy place to live and a safe place to visit, but Mylot and Bethany approached with caution and stealth. 
 
   “He probably knows we’re coming, but it is always best to be safe.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Mylot asked.
 
   “He may be old and eccentric, but I doubt he has lost his edge.” She crouched to the ground and pointed. “Do you see that?”
 
   Mylot squinted as he looked where Bethany was pointing on the ground. “No.”
 
   “Right there,” she continued to point, “that small, depressed patch of ground.” The almost imperceptible change in terrain had not registered as important to Mylot, but now that it was brought to his attention, he could see. The small, oval shaped spot in the ground was unnaturally smooth around all edges.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Most likely some kind of trap, or trigger. Don’t step on it or walk over it,” Bethany said as she slipped around the small oval.
 
   “So what is Peyton like?” Mylot asked as he maneuvered around another indentation in the ground.
 
   Bethany bobbed her head back and forth silently as if trying to find the right words. “He’s very kind. But his information has been off for the past couple of years.”
 
   Mylot shrugged and tried to be optimistic. “Well that’s what we want isn’t it? We want this lead to be a dead end.”
 
   “That’s true,” Bethany admitted, “but we don’t want to be riding across Denall every six months to find that it is a dead end. Last time I came here for an urgent message, he told me about a hidden slave village near Omer’s Keep. As I rode up to Omer’s Keep I found some of his guards, and they gave me an escort around his estate. There’s miles and miles of vineyards, and open fields, but no slave villages.”
 
   Mylot continued walking, thinking about what they might find in the cabin ahead, when the door burst open. “Who is out there?” a harsh voice demanded.
 
   Bethany stood up and waved to Peyton, then gestured to Mylot. “We have come about your message.”
 
   “It’s about time.” Then the door was shut.
 
   Not knowing whether they should move, Mylot looked at Bethany expectantly. “What do we do now?”
 
   Instead of an answer from Bethany, Peyton called out again. “Come on in you two, leave your horses out there to graze.”
 
   Mylot gave Bethany a confused look. “Does he really think we were planning to take them inside with us?” Bethany shook her head, tied her horse securely to a nearby fruit tree so that it wouldn’t wander into any of Peyton’s hidden traps, and headed toward the house. Mylot tied Gapol next to Bethany’s horse, and then followed her inside, still looking out warily for any strange looking sections of the path.
 
   Inside, the cottage was just as tidy as the gardens were outside. When he first entered, Mylot looked around at the comfortable living area. The cottage had a small kitchen, a sitting room, and two doors that led to other rooms. Peyton shuffled through the small home into the sitting room. There were four chairs, and a table set in the middle of the room. On the table there was a large map of Denall. 
 
   “Sit.” Peyton motioned to the chairs. “So, did they find the slaves?”
 
   Bethany gave a knowing look to Mylot. “Not yet, but I’m sure we will find them soon.”
 
   “Good. Nasty business, those slave holders.” He nodded in satisfaction, then turned to Mylot. “Have we met?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe we have.” Mylot answered slowly. “I’m Mylot.”
 
   “Mylot, that name sounds familiar.” Peyton stopped and rubbed his bald head for several moments. After he was sure he could not place the name or the face, he shook his head. “Never mind about that now, we have important business. Did you bring back my pigeon?”
 
   “It should have arrived days ago.” Bethany answered. “It was to bring the message that we were on our way.”
 
   “Oh yes, that is right.” Peyton got up slowly and made his way to a stack of papers. He leafed through them several times, the four intellect marks on his lined forehead flaring red.
 
   Mylot leaned forward on his seat and rose to his feet. Before he could speak, Bethany grabbed his arm. He looked down at her and she was shaking her head and motioning for him to sit back in his chair. Ignoring her, he took a step toward the older man. “Would you like help with that?” Mylot asked, trying to be helpful.
 
   Peyton turned on Mylot, his thick, bushy white eyebrows scrunched together in a scowl. “Well that is rather insolent. Don’t you think an old man can find a sheet of paper?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” Mylot tried to explain.
 
   “Oh, perhaps you think I’m too frail to carry such a heavy object?”
 
   Mylot raised his hands as if to surrender. “I meant no offense; I was just offering to help.”
 
   “I keep this place up on my own; I can very well get my own… Well I can get… Now look what you’ve done. I don’t even know what I’m looking for!”
 
   Bethany stood up and walked to Peyton, helping him back to the table. “You were just about to tell us the important news that you have about Mordyar.” Mylot watched as the older man let Bethany lead him back to his seat. He joined them again at the table.
 
   All annoyance left as Peyton’s eyes lit up. “Yes!” He again stood up and went to his pile of papers, this time undisturbed. He came back with a small pigeon scroll. “Here you go, can you help read that for me? I am not as young as I used to be.” He handed the scroll to Bethany. “Thank you, you are such a sweet girl.”
 
   Mylot looked around the room from Bethany to Peyton, confused at how offering help had been so offensive just a few minutes ago, and now was an admirable trait.
 
   “Do you mind if I read it aloud?”
 
   “Oh no, dear. Go ahead.” Peyton began in a kind tone, then he glared at Mylot, “Most likely this one can’t read it himself anyway.”
 
   Bethany could not contain her smile as she began to read the message. “Destroy bloodline. Create chaos…” Bethany looked at Peyton. “What does it mean?” She asked, handing it to Mylot.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” Peyton responded. “It’s from Mordyar. He is asking someone to kill the king, and the heirs to the throne. That will create chaos, and then Denall will be defenseless against Mordyar’s attack. I have heard rumors of problems in Oakdale, Vinsiad, and Eaton. All corners of Denall have been unusually in an upset. The army is being spread thin. I knew that couldn’t be a coincidence, so I sent the message to have you come here, then I intercepted this message that confirmed my hunch.”
 
   Mylot looked at Bethany and shrugged. The message could have the meaning Peyton had assigned it, but it could also mean many other things. He was hesitant to believe that his uncle, the king, and the second in line to the throne, Baron Clifton, were in danger of some kind of assassination attempt, but as members of the King’s Guard, he knew they had to be cautious with this information. The note also said nothing about Mordyar attacking.
 
   “Where did you get this message?” Bethany asked.
 
   “Come with me.” Peyton stood up and walked to one of the back rooms in his cottage. He pushed the door open, and sitting in the middle of the room, tied up, was a large man. “He had the note.” Peyton walked to the man and pointed at his left arm. “Have you ever seen marks like this before?” In place of dots on his left arm, he had three rings that went around his arm.
 
   Bethany calmly replied. “Those are tattoos. His marks are just like our strongarm marks, dots on his shoulder, but in the Scorched Lands the warriors often get tattoos to make their marks look more intimidating.” Mylot’s eyes opened wide in surprise. The Scorched Lands were far to the south, and he had never heard of anyone traveling there. They were renamed after Mordyar overran them. The lands had died. It was said that Mordyar was so evil, nothing good could be near him. Why would anyone travel to such a cursed place? Why had this man come from there? How did Peyton apprehend him?
 
   “We need to take him with us.” Bethany stood to leave, but she was pushed to the ground by Mylot just as a bolt flew through the front window of the cottage. Several more arrows, stones, and crossbow bolts sailed into the cottage from all sides. Bethany and Mylot turned over the table in the room and sat on the floor behind their temporary shield. In the commotion, the unprotected prisoner in the middle of the room had been struck several times, and Peyton, unable to dodge quickly enough, had fallen to the ground.
 
   Bethany looked around the room, taking in the scene, and she reached out to Peyton’s body and pulled his eyelids closed. Another wave of crossbow bolts shattered through the house, some thudding into the table they were sheltering behind.
 
   “Now what?” Mylot asked.
 
   “Well, at least there are some traps around the house. That will buy us some time.” She surveyed the room, then said under her breath, “Peyton, where is your way out?”
 
   “What was that?” Mylot asked.
 
   “Peyton was always paranoid. He probably has some kind of secret escape from here.”
 
   The arrows stopped for a time and Mylot peered over the table, and then ducked back quickly. “They have ten men advancing, all with long range weapons.”
 
   “What about our horses?”
 
   “I didn’t see them.”
 
   Bethany pushed Mylot aside and quickly peeked past the table. “We don’t have much time. I’m going to distract them. I need you to get out the back window and get this message to the Sir Theodore.” She placed Peyton’s note in Mylot’s hand. “Tell him about the man from the scorched lands.”
 
   “You can’t distract ten bowmen; that’s suicide. We need to work together.” 
 
   Bethany placed one hand gently over Mylot’s mouth. “Little mouse, this is not a request or a debate. I am your superior officer and I am ordering you to leave. The king might be in danger.” She placed the scroll in his hands.
 
   Mylot reached up and took her hand from his mouth. “On foot, getting back to Lexingar will take months. Stopping for supplies might take longer.”
 
   “Go north to Omer’s Keep. Omer is loyal to the king and will give you the help you need.” She gripped his hand tightly.
 
   “What about…”
 
   Bethany cut him off, “There isn’t much time. You need to go now.” She turned the table on end and began moving forward through the main room. Arrows peppered the tabletop and bolts broke through.
 
   Mylot wanted to stay and fight with her, but he knew she was right. If they both died, it wouldn’t help anyone. Their best chance for one to get out alive was to split up and run. He was not used to retreating, but he needed to move. While the attackers’ focus was on the moving table, Mylot took two steps and lunged through the back window, landing in the middle of a small rose bush. The parts of his body that were not covered by his armor were cut from the window and scratched and poked by the thorny bush. Despite the pain, Mylot stood up and began to run.
 
   He knew that Bethany could only hold off that group for so long, and he needed to make her sacrifice worthwhile. She was letting herself be killed so he could get away. He hated running away and hiding behind her made him feel like a coward. This was nothing like what he had pictured when he wanted to be part of the King’s Guard. He thought he’d be wearing polished armor, nobly standing by the king to defend him no matter what happened. Now he was running away. An arrow hit the house next to Mylot’s head. He ducked to the ground. Another arrow skimmed off his armor.
 
   He pulled energy, strength, and speed from his strongarm gift, jumped to his feet and ran faster than he thought possible until he reached the relative safety of the woods. Once in the cover of trees, he hid behind a rock and waited. His head began to swim as his body adjusted to using his strength this way. He crouched, completely silent and still, and watched to see if he had been followed.
 
   Two archers approached the tree line, arrows ready. They entered the woods cautiously. “He went into the woods here.” His thick foreign accent made the words almost undecipherable.
 
   “Did you see how fast he was moving?” The second responded. “He could be anywhere by now.” Their footsteps came closer.
 
   “We’d have heard him if he went crashing through the woods,” the man reasoned as they continued making their way farther into the woods.
 
   “If he didn’t run off, then where is he?”
 
   “I don’t know, but we need to find him. He’s seen Tybalt.”
 
   The two men kept pressing forward, getting close to Mylot’s hiding place. Although only armed with a hunting knife, Mylot was poised, ready to attack. They circled left in the woods and Mylot could hear the leaves crunching and branches breaking as they moved clumsily through the underbrush. Then they turned to circle back.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maggie ducked her head as she passed below a low-hanging branch so her long, matted hair didn’t catch. She stepped lightly on some wet leaves, then put more of her weight on a large rock, making sure to be silent. Since winning the Lexingar archery tournament, she had been traveling almost straight west out of the city and into the relatively open and wild country of the Woller Plains, just south of Omer’s realm. As she traveled, she made small detours to gather food, or to rest, but otherwise she kept moving. She wished she had been able to stay still for a while, spend her tournament winnings and have some down time, but she couldn’t. She was compelled to move on. As she continued through the woods, she leaned down and picked up two fist-sized rocks with jagged, sharp edges. She wasn’t really sure what she’d do with the rocks, but she knew they would be useful to her.
 
   In the distance, the silent woods were disrupted by rustling leaves and snapping branches, and what sounded like some people bumbling through the underbrush. She moved forward quickly, knowing there was danger ahead, but feeling completely at ease. When she closed in on the noise, she saw something that caught her completely off guard—Mylot. Her pampered half-brother jumped up from the bushes and lunged at a large, foreign man, throwing him to the ground. 
 
   Maggie looked down at the gray rock in her left hand and wondered why she had come here. She had no desire to help this spoiled nobleman. But she couldn’t just leave him to die. She lobbed the rock in her left hand up high into the air, knowing it would find its target, just as she knew her arrow would win the tournament in Lexingar before she even drew her bow. As it arched through the woods, a tall man who was dressed like he was from another country pulled out an arrow, drew his bow, and aimed it at Mylot. He released the arrow, firing it directly at Mylot’s heart. 
 
   As it travelled through the air, the arrow was deflected by the large rock Maggie had thrown, sending it wide and sinking the arrow into Mylot’s shoulder. He screamed out in pain, dropped to the ground, and Maggie cocked back her right arm and hurled the second stone as the archer was drawing a second arrow.
 
   The stone hit the archer’s elbow, jarring him, and his next shot flew high over Mylot, who was doubled over. The foreign archer turned and looked at Maggie, obviously surprised to see her there in the woods. She gave him a slight smile and waved her hand. Before he realized what was happening, he was bent over with Mylot’s hunting knife protruding from his chest.
 
   Maggie ducked back behind a large tree so she was out of sight. After standing in complete silence for several moments, she peeked around the side of the tree. The large man Mylot had tackled was starting to rise to his feet. He half crawled, half stumbled over to his friend and pulled the hunting knife from him. “He’s going to pay for this!” the man said with a thick accent. “I’m going to kill them both with this knife.”
 
   “No, you are not,” Maggie corrected.
 
   In surprise, the man spun around and saw that he was staring down the shaft of Maggie’s drawn arrow. He lunged forward at the young woman, as if to over-power her. Instead of releasing her arrow, Maggie side-stepped, and the man, unable to control his forward momentum, rammed head first into a large boulder and fell to the ground.
 
   Maggie retrieved the hunting knife, and began walking toward a small cabin in the nearby field. She turned to look into the woods, but could not see Mylot anywhere. It seemed that he had fled into the woods. She looked back to the field, knowing that her work was not yet done.
 
   From her vantage point she could saw a cabin window shatter as a crossbow bolt flew through the pane of glass, then another window, and a third. A group of large men had surrounded it the small home, and were advancing steadily from all sides. She didn’t know who was inside, but she knew she needed to do something to save the person.
 
   She put the hunting knife into her belt and drew an arrow. Without looking, she released it in a high arch over the cabin, then drew and released a second. As the first arrow thudded into one of the men attacking the house, her second intercepted a crossbow bolt in mid-flight, causing it to thud into the wooden exterior of the cabin.
 
   Some of the men turned on her then. With three crossbowmen focused on her, she stood still, slung her bow over her shoulder and instead drew the hunting knife. Two of the men eyed the unlikely weapon as they began to approach her cautiously. They kept their crossbows leveled, but seemed to be unsure of whether they should bother firing, or should simply rush her and disable her by hand. The third man worked to load a bolt into his weapon. Maggie waited patiently as they closed in on her. When the third finally had his weapon loaded, he bent down on a knee, raised his crossbow to his shoulder, and leveled it at her. She stood still, waiting for the sound that would tell her to move. Click.
 
   The third man’s bowstring snapped into place, and Maggie ran at nearest bowman. As she approached, he pulled the trigger and the bolt flew through the air. Maggie kept running, knowing that it would fly slightly wide. The large arrowhead ripped her shirt by the shoulder, but did not contact her skin. She kept moving in on the man, the hunting knife in hand. She leapt up into the air, and drove the butt of the knife down hard into his head, then without waiting for another moment, she dropped to the ground as two bolts simultaneously flew over her dropped form. Thud. Thud.
 
   Maggie stood up and looked at the two other crossbowmen, each with a bolt in his chest. She put the knife back in her belt. There were still three men attacking the cabin who had just entered through the front door, and by the looks of it, there was no resistance coming from inside. She stepped over the unconscious men and ran to the front door, knowing there was more she would need to do. 
 
   When she pushed open the door, she saw the three men lying on the ground, and a woman grasping at her abdomen with an arrow protruding from her. When Maggie walked through the door, she shifted her weight to the side, neatly dodging a small throwing knife the woman had thrown at her.
 
   “Calm down,” Maggie said, raising her hands to show they were empty. She knew she wasn’t the typical looking hero coming in to save the day, with her travel-worn clothing, matted hair, and dark birthmark that stretched down the right side of her face, but she also had learned that desperate people needed to accept whatever help they could if they were going to survive. “I’m here to help, please put down the other knife.”
 
   “Who are you?” The woman asked as she held the weapon in front of her defensively.
 
   “I’m here to help,” was all she said, then she made her way past the woman on the floor and into the pantry. She began to search through the cabinets and called out over her shoulder. “You have about three minutes before you pass out because of blood loss, so I suggest you get into a comfortable position. It would be terrible to add a head injury to your current state.” Maggie came back to the woman on the floor with her hands full of sacks and jars. She set the ingredients down around her. “What is your name?”
 
   The woman looked quizzically at Maggie, then released the knife. “I’m Bethany,”
 
   “Hello, Bethany,” Maggie said as she lowered the woman’s head down onto a pillow. “When you wake up, the surviving two attackers will be tied up here in the cabin. I’ll put one in the back room, and the other over there,” she pointed at a large, wooden support beam. “They know about Mordyar’s plans. Get information from them and then get back to Lexingar and report it to Sir Theodore. He’ll give you orders, and if you want Mylot to survive, you need to obey them.” She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to make this promise to Bethany, but it seemed to mean something to her.
 
   “Mylot,” Bethany said through clenched teeth, as she reached out to Maggie. “Is he okay?”
 
   Maggie pushed Bethany back down to lie on the floor. “He got away,” she answered. She really didn’t know anything else about his whereabouts, or his fate, she just saw him shot with an arrow and then he disappeared into the woods, she didn’t think it would help to let Bethany know that he was injured. Maggie pulled back Bethany’s shirt and revealed the arrow that was protruding from her. It looked very bad.
 
   Bethany began shaking her head, “I don’t think I’m going to make it through this one. I’ve seen this kind of wound before.” Ignoring her words, Maggie began mixing a pink powder with a green ointment in a medium mixing bowl. She added some green herbs and a sprinkle of a white substance. “Have you healed something this bad before?” Bethany asked. Her voice was soft and her head swayed back and forth as she fought to stay awake.
 
   Maggie continued working silently, she knew that if she told the truth—that she had never done anything like this before, and she had no idea what ingredients she was mixing—it might upset Bethany. She also knew that Bethany wouldn’t remember much at this point as she was lapsing between consciousness and unconsciousness.
 
   When Bethany’s eyes closed, Maggie gripped on the end of the arrow and pulled it from her body, then held her hand over the open wound. She cleaned the area as best she could then smeared some of the thick mixture over the affected area. After covering it with a clean bandage, Maggie added water to the bowl and stirred until it was a thin gray drink. She put some in Bethany’s mouth, plugged her nose and forced it down. After making Bethany ingest what was left in the bowl, Maggie moved around the property bringing the two surviving men into the cabin and tying them up so they could not escape while Bethany was unconscious.
 
   As she left the cabin, Maggie saw something familiar, and welcome. Her half-brother’s favorite horse, Gapol was grazing, as if waiting there to give her a ride. While she felt directed in the work that needed to be done, Maggie didn’t know what would become of the situation. Would Bethany survive? Where was Mylot going? What brought them here together? She often left a situation with more questions than answers, but she didn’t have time to worry about what would and would not be. She leapt up on Gapol and kicked him into action. She had a lot of work to do.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   Back at their camp P furiously stalked back and forth, trying to figure out their next move, while Kaz sat quietly by himself. The remaining men from Hess nervously watched Kaz and P, knowing that something bad had happened, but were afraid to break the silence. It didn't take an intellect to figure out that there was serious tension in the small group.
 
   Finally P broke the silence. “What are we going to do?” she asked, exasperated.
 
   Kaz looked up, surprised. “Are you asking me?”
 
   “Yes, I'm asking you. You know him. You might be the only chance we have to succeed at this mission.”
 
   “You're right, and although I have no idea why he's advising Omer, I do know that he's not a tyrant. I grew up with him and I will not shoot him. I need to talk with him.”
 
   “That is definitely not an option,” P said definitively. “If you get taken, Omer will know all of our plans and we won't have our archer. So I'm asking you again, what would your friend do now?”
 
   “We were friends, but I never understood his thought process. He's studied everything, so he knows, in theory, every possible way to break up a resistance. He will know the tactics for leading an army. But it will all be theoretical; he's never actually led anything.”
 
   P turned toward the ex-slaves. “When the people of Hess tried to revolt before, how did Omer stop it?”
 
   “It wasn’t much of a revolt,” Dirt answered. “The people just stood with their farm tools and Omer sent in a direct charge with cavalry. It was terrible, they just charged through us, cutting us down like wheat.”
 
   “Let's move! Now!” P flew into action, gathering their belongings and mounting their horses. They rode in the opposite direction from the keep for half a mile, then turned sharply north, then east again. Within thirty minutes they found themselves crouching in a stand of trees that overlooked the north side of the keep. As they watched they could see that P was right to leave when they did. P could easily see the swath of torn earth left in the wake of a large contingent of cavalry that had already swept up the hill from which they were spying.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Kaz asked, as he edged closer to P.
 
   “While they search for us in the east, we're going to move north, set up camp for the night and hopefully acquire some more supplies from patrols that have not yet heard about how we operate. We'll need all the supplies we can get.” Then with an accusing look to Kaz. “Our plans are working on an expedited schedule.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Later that day, just as the sun was beginning to fall low in the sky, Kaz watched from high in a tree as Digger, Dirt, and Smudge, all knowing their roles, were innocently sitting by a camp fire. They had chosen a location about a thousand paces north of Omer's Keep, safely concealed in the forest. Shortly after lighting their fire, a band of five thieves came across them. Before they could act surprised or fake fear, the leader of the thieves grabbed Dirt and slid his shirtsleeve up his arm to reveal the brand of a slave. 
 
   “It's them!” He shouted as he pulled out his sword to kill the runaway slave. 
 
   Before the thief’s sword could fall, three things happened; Kaz released his bowstring, P jumped down from her hiding place, and a full patrol of soldiers in shining armor entered the light of the campfire, swords drawn. With nearly twenty soldiers and five would-be thieves attacking this small band, and without the element of surprise, they were hopelessly fighting for survival.
 
   The man who had been holding Dirt fell to the ground with Kaz’s arrow protruding from his eye socket, and P immediately started shouting orders to the men concealed in the trees to stand and fight. This identified her to Omer's men as the leader, and they turned their attention to her. Before they could get close, two of the men posing as petty thieves were grasping at throwing knives protruding from their bodies. In the confusion, as Omer’s men were focusing on P, Kaz was sure to cover Dirt as he ran to gather Smudge and Seed and take them deep into the woods, as had been pre-arranged should they ever fall into a sticky situation. 
 
   Digger had retrieved a stave he had hidden in the dirt near their campfire and was desperately trying to fend off the attacks from two of the thieves. They were fighting in such close quarters that Kaz couldn’t get a clean shot at either of the assailants, but saw that several of the Hess men were coming to Digger’s aid. His attention was caught by a sudden burst of speed from the mounted lieutenant, who had broken through the scuffles taking place on foot, and was now running P down. 
 
   She dodged behind a tree just as the man passed her and turned his horse for a second charge. As he came about, his horse took three arrows to the chest, and a fourth arrow plinked off his helmet’s visor. A small cheer went up from a group of Hess men who had clearly been responsible for the shots. He growled and was preparing to charge them when another arrow managed to clear the gap in his helmet and struck him in the eye, felling him from his horse. Kaz followed the arrow’s path back to Samel who was pumping his fist into the air as he roared in triumph. He looked joyfully up at Kaz just as a mounted patrolman swept past, striking Samel down with his sword. 
 
   “No!” Kaz screamed as he watched the scene unfold as though in slow motion. It took him only a split second to recover his senses and fire an arrow of his own at the patrolman who was now on his way to the group of four who had first shot at the patrol leader. The arrow slid in neatly between his chainmail and helmet, killing him instantly.
 
   From his vantage point, Kaz was able to slay three more soldiers in armor before he felt a burning pain in his right shoulder. Despite the pain, he was able to turn and release a final arrow at their archer who had remained in the shadows as the others advanced. After sending the arrow into the dark, Kaz was dislodged from the tree by a powerful force that hit him in the stomach. He landed flat on his back on the ground. He was conscious, but with an arrow protruding from his shoulder, and some cracked ribs from the impact of his fall, his mind was hazy and he could not move. 
 
   He was vaguely aware of P rallying the handful of men who were still standing and giving the order to attack. The men from Hess did not hesitate. Kaz saw Asher take the sword from the fallen patrol leader, while another grabbed small logs from the fire to use as clubs. The men had only the meager close combat training they had received from P on the journey here, and were no match for the soldiers, who were quickly advancing. But the soldiers were only motivated by their salaries, while the runaway slaves fought for their lives. Their clubs rose and fell despite the many wounds that they were given by Omer's men.
 
   I have to get to my bow and help them! Kaz thought desperately. He sat up painfully and looked around to see where his bow had fallen. He spied the weapon not far from him, and slowly stood to his feet. Just as he came upright, a throwing knife came flying within inches of his nose. His eyes went wide, and he followed the flight path of the blade and startled when he saw it protruding from a patrolman’s neck, his arm still raised, poised to strike Kaz down. He looked back the other direction and saw P fleeing into the woods with a final horseman chasing after her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After saving Kaz, and finding she had drawn attention from yet another mounted patrolman, P utilized a trick she had learned a long time ago. She ran. Through the thick woods she dodged behind trees and then circled around to come in behind the patrol. The horse could not keep pace through the thick underbrush, so P gained some ground and began again the work of death among the soldiers. Three more were down before they could react to the attack from behind. Then, without notice, P was knocked to the ground by a large rock that hit her arm with tremendous force. She rolled onto her back and saw the patrol leader dismount and stalk confidently toward her. She quickly took in the scene. A mounted patrolman struck out at Asher, slicing down the right side of his face. She screamed as he fell to the earth, and she realized that, despite their best efforts, all of the men from Hess were down, and P could only assume they had all been killed, Kaz was nowhere to be seen, and from the darkness of the woods a large strongarm appeared, holding another massive rock in his hand.
 
   “So nice to meet you,” the patrol captain said with a sarcastic grin. Then to the large strongarm he asked, “Are they all dead, Krick?”
 
   Krick scratched his head and slowly looked around. “They look dead to me.”
 
   Shaking his head and releasing a sigh of exasperation he called to one of his men who was emerging from the trees, “What did you find Colter?” 
 
   “The horses from the missing patrols, and it looks like the armor and weapons from the men.” He was leading several horses by their reins, and tossed a helmet to the captain. Holding the dented helmet in his hand, the patrol captain gave P a hard look as he issued his command to his remaining soldiers, each of which had been injured during the skirmish. “All of you men, return to the keep and tell Omer that, as he suspected, the slaves are behind the attacks. And take Krick with you!” he added, as he caught sight of Krick chasing a squirrel through the underbrush. He waited until he saw that the surviving soldiers had tied each of the recovered horses to their own, and were heading through the woods to deliver the message, then turned back to P. “Now -- just one more thing to deal with.”
 
   As he advanced, P struggled to move. The rock had hit her with the force of a horse kick. Her other arm was pinned under her body, snagged on some vines. In her last act of defiance, P looked right in the man's eyes. “I am Pentra, daughter of Omer, and I am here to kill him.”
 
   Hearing this declaration made the patrol captain pause. “I'm glad you said something.” Then a cruel smile crossed his lips. “There is a large reward for you… dead or alive.” With that, he raised his sword to deliver the death blow. P kept her eyes locked on the man, bracing for the impact… she heard a sickening thud, and felt warm blood splatter across her face. The man fell and landed hard, just inches from her face, one side of his head crushed. She looked up past the fallen body to where Kaz stood, wielding a club… wobbling… trying to maintain his balance. Then his knees gave out and he half stumbled, half crawled to P.
 
   Kaz slowly moved to P and knelt over her. “Are you okay?” he asked through clamped shut teeth as he tried to suppress his pain. 
 
   “I'm so sorry Kaz,” P said with a downtrodden look. “We should have regrouped and made a new plan. I just want Omer dead so badly!”
 
   Kaz leaned down and helped P untangle her arm and they stood up. Just then they heard a rustling in the undergrowth. Kaz and P each reached for a weapon, and turned at the same moment to face the new threat, realizing just in time that the figure emerging from the trees was Seed.
 
   “Seed! What are you doing here?” P exclaimed in dismay as she noticed he was grasping his abdomen tightly, and that his face was completely drained of color. She hurried forward and caught the young man with her good arm just as he fell to his knees.
 
   “Smudge… he didn’t want to leave. He kept arguing… wanted to come back. We were close, coming to see what had happened when soldiers…” he grimaced then and took in a sharp breath. He looked down at his hands and opened them, revealing a deep wound that was bleeding profusely.
 
   Kaz was kneeling by them now, and cried out at the sight of Seed’s wound. He quickly tore the cloak from a fallen patrolman who was lying nearby, and wadded it up, pressing it into Seed’s wound.
 
   “Oh Seed,” P said with tears in her eyes. She cradled his head and brushed his hair to the side. “We are going to get you some help. Don’t worry about anything.” She knew the words were useless even as she said them. He had been so frail to begin with. He couldn’t have more than a few minutes left.
 
   “They took Dirt and Smudge,” Seed said with considerable effort. His eyes were wide and frightened. 
 
   “We’ll get them. You be sure of that. We are going to get Dirt and Smudge and free them. You were so brave,” P said as she continued to stroke Seed’s head. He seemed to relax as he heard those words, and his eyes no longer looked frightened.
 
   “Free them all,” he whispered weakly.
 
   “I will,” she promised, hating herself even as she spoke the words, and hating her father even more. Another few shallow breaths from Seed and he was gone. She bit into her lip hard to keep from sobbing, and closed the young man’s eyes. Then she looked to Kaz, who also had tears streaming down his face.
 
   “Come on,” she said abruptly, wiping the tears from her eyes and breathing deeply. “We have to get Dirt and Smudge back!” She gently laid Seed’s head on the ground and then jumped to her feet. Kaz got up as well and they shared a moment as they both looked about them at their fallen friends. 
 
   “Let’s get to the keep!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Driven by an unseen force, Maggie kicked Gapol forward, trying to urge more speed from the warhorse as she made her way north through Omer’s realm. She couldn’t explain why, but she knew that if she didn’t go north as quickly as possible, bad things would happen. She didn’t take time to ask why fate had chosen her to have these directions in her mind, like promptings that guided her, but she had learned through painful experience to listen when they came. 
 
   She wondered as she crashed through the woods, if these inklings in her mind were her version of having a gift. She hadn’t been born with one of the traditional marks for enhanced strength, sight, smell, hearing, intellect or magic; instead she was consigned to a fate of being the wandering crazy girl who won archery tournaments and travelled around doing random, yet unknown acts of service throughout Denall.
 
   As she passed through an opening in the trees, she pulled Gapol to a stop and looked ahead. Before her in a small valley hidden by the dense forest was a small group of cabins all built in rows close together. Maggie jumped down to the ground and her stomach growled loudly. She grit her teeth and scowled at the sky because she didn’t know where else to put the blame. For the past several months she had felt the need to eat next to nothing and not bathe until she looked like a skeletal vagabond with matted hair. What purpose could that possibly serve? She had no idea, yet she obeyed.
 
   Leaving her weapons with Gapol, hidden behind a thicket, Maggie made her way down into the valley toward the walled village just as the sun was setting. As she moved forward, she noticed that there was a guard stationed every hundred feet along the outside of the wall. She ducked behind a large rock, then walked quickly for a time until she dropped down to the ground and waited. She was grateful for the shadows that were setting in. It made dodging guards, and moving unnoticed even easier for her, as she felt the constant promptings pushing her forward. 
 
   After lying flat on the ground in complete silence for several minutes, she jumped to her feet and sprinted to a large tree growing near to the wall at the end of the village farthest from the main entrance. She scrambled up the tree quickly, then moved cautiously along a thick branch that extended over the top of the wall. She waited for just a moment before lowering herself to hang from the branch, then dropped quietly to the ground below. She walked to the nearest house where she pressed her back against the south facing wall. 
 
   When she had caught her breath, she started weaving her way between the tiny houses toward the center of the village. She had never seen this village before, and as she walked among the people it was clear that it was not a normal settlement. The buildings were all identical. They were all small, rectangular cabins with sod roofs built almost on top of one another, with barely enough room to walk between the houses. There was no blacksmith shop in sight, no stable, and no general store or supply stores of any kind. How could people live like this? 
 
   As she raised an eyebrow in confusion she came upon what she took to be the main square of the town and saw one building that started to help her put together the pieces. One large warehouse stood at the outskirts of the village by the open main gate, and two guards stood by the front door of the building as people walked past in single file, carrying sacks that were filled with something that looked like grain. Their load was received, weighed, and each person was given a much smaller bag in return. 
 
   The arms of each person in line were clearly visible as they strained to bring their filled sacks to the storage building. She noticed that each man and woman had an identical mark on their right arm; a ragged “S” burned into their flesh. She was in a slave village. A village where everyone was working for just enough food to keep them alive.
 
   She looked at them differently now, knowing that they were prisoners. They were all dressed in similar clothing, and also wore the same down trodden look on their faces. They were strong, but malnourished. Maggie looked down at her clothing and her thin body, and she understood that her food deprivation, and poor hygiene was all leading up to this moment, so she could blend in with these people. Her heart was heavy as she made her way through the main row between the houses. She knew how hard it was on her for the past several months to work hard on little or no food, these people had the look of people who had done it for years. What was she supposed to do to help? How could she save this entire village of slaves? Then the answer came.
 
   From a distant hill a large patrol of mounted soldiers were approaching slowly toward the village. The leader of the horsemen blew a large trumpet and the soldiers at the warehouse shut and barred the doors, then got onto their horses. They pointed their weapons at the men and women who stood pathetically, asking for their daily rations. Maggie quickened her pace, and as she walked down the line of slaves, she took a bag from an older man. He was so used to being abused, he didn’t even resist. Maggie came to the front of the line of people waiting, and walked up to the mounted guards.
 
   “Hold it there, slave!” one man said, pointing his spear at her.
 
   Maggie glared up at him and threw the burlap sack over the point of his spear then twisted the sack, pulling the spear from his hand and yanking him off balance. While he recovered, she swung the spear in a circle around her head, and cracked him across the face, and spun to also knock the other soldier off his horse with his foot caught in the stirrup. She poked the horse in the flank with the sharp end of the spear and it reared up wildly kicking its hind leg just missing Maggie’s face, then it took off running, dragging the soldier behind. “They’re coming to burn the food!” Maggie shouted pointing at the patrol of soldiers who were still a fair distance away.
 
   She pushed the large piece of wood off the door and opened the storage room. “Grab what you can and hide it in your homes!”
 
   The slaves all ran into the storehouse and grabbed entire sacks of gain, potatoes, clothing, tools, and other supplies. They rushed to their homes, urging all the other members of the village to do the same. While everyone ran madly to empty the storage, Maggie pulled the unconscious soldier into the storage building.
 
   When the building was empty of supplies, she pulled the doors shut and waited, silently listening to the sound of horses approaching. The sound became quiet as the soldiers came to a halt surrounding the storage building. Maggie could hear one man yelling loudly so all the people of the village could hear him. “People of Hess!” he called out. “I am here to deliver a message. If you kill Omer’s soldiers, he will exact revenge on you, and your children. Always remember that slaves can be replaced. Good luck surviving the winter without supplies.”
 
   Then Maggie saw through the cracks between the wooden slats that made up the walls, lit torches being thrown up onto the roof of the building. One came in through a loft window and landed on some dry straw. The large building quickly filled with smoke, and she felt that now was the time to move. She pulled on the soldier and began banging against the closed doors. She tried to scream above the sounds of crackling wood and thumping horse hooves, but the smoke chocked her and she just coughed. She continued banging against the doors, and then she heard something that made her really fear that following these promptings might have led to her death. The soldiers outside started laughing. They knew there was someone inside and yet they didn’t move to help.
 
   The fire burned hot and the smoke stifled her, but Maggie continued to punch against the door. “There’s a soldier in here,” she said as loud as she could, but it seemed to only come out as a whisper. “One of your soldiers is in here!”
 
   She pounded against the door one final time then fell backward landing on the soldier. He grunted and shook his head from side to side, then slowly opened his eyes. Maggie shook him slightly then pointed around the building. “We’re trapped.”
 
   He looked around again as if lost then raised an eyebrow at Maggie. “Do I know you?” It seemed that the bump on the head was effecting his memory.
 
   “No,” she answered, “but we need to help each other. How can I tell the soldiers outside that you are in here?” He raised his hand into the air, and pulled off his glove, then fell back into unconsciousness.
 
   Maggie’s strength was almost spent and she had no idea whether this soldier was losing his mind, or whether the glove meant something. Maybe it was something the soldiers outside would recognize. Maggie picked up the soldier’s glove and shoved it through a crack in the door, and then fell to the ground next to the man. She curled into a ball against the heat of the burning room as she began to wonder if her sacrifice was part of some larger plan. That the feelings to come to Hess, which seemed to be leading to her death, would help to save others or perhaps serve some greater good. The hot air began to burn against her skin as the fire closed in from the walls. Her lungs felt like an oven when she inhaled, and then they seemed to stop working, rejecting the heat, refusing to take any more of it in. Although her eyes were open, all she saw was darkness. The smoke, the barn wall, the world. 
 
   Through the darkness, a wave of light flooded in. The doors burst open and three soldiers came in. Two grabbed the unconscious man, and the third picked Maggie up and carried her from the burning building. Maggie’s skin was burned to a light pink, and as she ran her fingers through her hair she could feel that clumps had been singed off in the fire, but she didn’t care. She took in large breaths of fresh air, as her lungs began to work again. She looked around at the mounted soldiers and slaves as she was carried away from the burning building. At a safe distance she was set down on the ground and she looked back to see that the storage building was completely engulfed in flames. As she watched, there was a massive cracking sound and it fell down to the ground.
 
   One of the mounted soldiers rode up to her side and jumped down from his horse. He was dressed in armor as the others, but he had on a long cape that seemed to indicate he was a leader among the soldiers. “Who are you?” he demanded of Maggie, pointing a finger into her face.
 
   “Please go easy on her, sir,” the one who had carried her said in defense, stepping between her and her interrogator. “She saved Devs.”
 
   “What?” the commander asked in surprise.
 
   Maggie coughed and rubbed her head with an ash covered hand. “He needed help, so I went in to help him.” She hoped that his memory loss continued so he would corroborate her story. If he remembered that she knocked him out first, then things would get ugly really quickly.
 
   “What about Egarat?” he asked.
 
   “His horse bolted,” the friendly soldier answered with his head down. “His foot got caught and he was dragged. He didn’t make it.”
 
   Maggie cringed at this pronouncement. She never liked hearing that her actions caused death, but she knew there was always a reason behind what happened. And that reason now seemed to be connected to helping the slaves from Hess. Maggie held her breath as the commander looked out over the slaves who had all gathered around the storehouse. Their faces were sad and desperate. He looked down at Maggie and over to Devs who was being nursed back to health. “Form ranks!” the commander called so everyone could hear him.
 
   The soldiers mounted and formed into a line facing the gathered slaves. Maggie didn’t know what they were going to do. Why had they even come? It didn’t make any sense for them to burn the supplies of slaves. How would they survive to do work for their master? It was obviously some kind of ill-conceived plan, but to what end? Were they just planning to kill them all?
 
    The commander pointed down at Maggie and she looked up in fear. “This slave has saved you,” he shouted. “My orders were to come and level anyone who resisted. I was told there was an uprising that needed to be squelched, even if that meant killing every single one of you. However, that information may need to be verified; slaves staging an uprising don’t save the enemy soldiers.” He turned around and looked at his men. “Move out!”
 
   The horses turned and galloped through the long field back in the direction they had come, up the hill toward Omer’s Keep. Maggie sagged down to the ground, exhausted, hurt, and famished. One of the women from the group knelt down by her side and held her close. “Thank you,” she whispered. Maggie didn’t know what these people would do to survive the winter, or whether her promptings would someday lead to helping them gain their freedom, but for now she had one prompting that she was eager to fill. She felt like she could get back to Gapol, clean up and eat a decent meal before she moved on to her next mission. 
 
   She looked up to the burning storage building and noticed that now that the soldiers had left, the people were doing what they could to put out the flames and salvage anything they could. The column of smoke rose high into the sky, and she felt that somehow that signal would eventually bring some relief to the people here.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Do you see that?” Kaz asked as he pointed past the keep to the south. The two of them had made slower progress through the forest than they might have liked. They were both badly injured, and it seemed there were a couple of other patrols that had been sent out to search for their little band. Now that night had fallen, the other troops were returning to the keep for new instructions, and neither P nor Kaz had any desire to attract their attention. They had just emerged from the tree line, and were standing at the top of a gentle slope which led down to the main entrance of the keep. 
 
   “No, what are you seeing?” P asked.
 
   “There is a thick cloud of smoke rising. It is too much for a fire or a…” 
 
   “It can’t be.” P said, holding her hand to her mouth. “They’re burning Hess.” She fell to her knees and began to cry, gasping for air as she fought to gain control of her emotions.
 
   The faces of each of his friends who he had lost that night flashed through Kaz’s mind, and the sick feeling that had accompanied the tight knot in his stomach ever since he had seen Samel struck down by a patrolman finally exploded into a fire that seemed to overtake his whole being. In a fit of uncontrollable anger, Kaz reached into his quiver and nocked one of the two black feathered arrows.
 
   He tried to draw back his bow, but his arm gave out. Gritting his teeth, Kaz drew the bowstring part way. In desperation, he screamed out in pain as he fully drew the bow and quickly released. The second the arrow left the bow the arrowhead began burning bright red. Kaz dropped his bow and fell to the ground, the pain in his shoulder and chest too much for him to bear any more. He watched the arrow fly silently through the sky, leaving in its wake a streak of red light.
 
   Despite Kaz's best effort, the arrow did not have the momentum to reach the keep. Just as it hit the ground, several dozen paces from the keep, the earth exploded, sending chunks of sod up into the air. The explosion thundered with such force that despite the distance, Kaz and P shuddered at the sound. The arrow made a crater in the ground several yards in diameter.
 
   Without saying a word, P slowly sat up and leaned in close to Kaz. “My dear Kaz,” she began in a soft voice. “Thank you for giving me a diversion.” Then, without any warning, she knocked him over the head. Then she spoke softly to the unconscious body of her savior. “I want you to live, and where I'm going there is only death.” She dragged his body into a thick stand of brush at the edge of the forest and made sure he was hidden well. She was more resolved than ever now to finish her mission that would bring death to her father, and in all probability, to herself.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   The methodical and steady sounds of the mule's feet on the road and the cart wheels turning in their regular pattern were the first things to register when Kaz finally opened his eyes. The sound was not loud, but each time the animal took another step the vibration through the cart shook Kaz so that his head felt like it would split in two. He groaned in agony and the cart came to a stop. The driver whispered something to the mule and dropped the reins as he went around the cart to inspect his passenger.
 
   Through half opened eyes Kaz saw the man approaching. He was short with a medium build. The hair he had left was gray and mostly around the sides and back of his head. Around his forehead the man had tied a thin piece of material. The man was wearing what looked like a thick wool blanket with a hole cut in the middle for his head. Kaz had never seen someone dressed this way and he wondered for a moment if he was dreaming. The man inhaled deeply and Kaz noticed a single mark on his nose. Kaz thought that he was used to seeing new things since his Troven had begun, but this was his first time ever seeing a hound. 
 
   “Good morning,” the man said. Kaz knew immediately that he was not dreaming because the sound of the man's voice sent pain through his body. Any sound caused Kaz's head to throb and pulsate with pain.
 
   Kaz rolled slightly to one side in an effort to sit up and screamed out in agony. “Young man, you need to hold still, you went through quite an ordeal.”
 
   “What happened?” Kaz asked.
 
   “I'm not sure,” the man answered. But from the look of you, and from what I've seen in my days, it was probably a woman or a quest. Maybe a bit of both mixed together.”
 
   Kaz was starting to feel his head spinning but he fought the urge to slip back into unconsciousness. The more he was awake, the more he remembered of the night with P, and he wanted some answers. He tried to rise to a sitting position but immediately regretted that move. He was now remembering the arrow wound, the considerable impact to his torso and the surprise attack from P. From his position, lying on the cart, Kaz turned to the man, who was patiently waiting for Kaz to speak. “What is going on?”
 
   “We are going on a cart ride,” the man answered. “I'll keep driving if you keep lying there.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Kaz asked, hoping to get more helpful information from the man.
 
   “We're going to my place.” The man stood expectantly, waiting for the next question, then he added. “Young man, you will need to save your strength. If you exhaust yourself asking pointless questions you won't ever learn anything. Please try to ask a meaningful question this time.”
 
   Kaz realized that this man was not just literally answering his questions, but he was testing Kaz, or trying to make some kind of point. Agitated, Kaz moved to prop himself up and look at the man, but he quickly resumed his horizontal position on the cart. “What are you going to do with me?”
 
   The man maintained his composure and answered the repetitive question with an equally repetitive answer. “I'm going to take you in this cart to my house.”
 
   Kaz glared at the man. “That's not what I meant and you know it.”
 
   The man, calm as ever, continued the idle conversation. “You really shouldn't make assumptions or claims about what other people know. If I know it then saying it is a waste of your energy, if I actually don't know it then you might make me feel foolish.”
 
   “Fine!” Kaz said in an irritated voice, then in a softer tone. “Fine, let's start again. My name is Kaz, what is your name?”
 
   “Now that, my friend, is a good question.” With a smile the man patted Kaz lightly on his good shoulder. “My name is Kire. It's very nice to meet you Kaz.”
 
   With that said Kire circled around to the front of the cart again and without another word urged his mule into motion. The sounds and the motion of the cart made every part of Kaz ache. So many of his questions were left unanswered, but Kire was right -- he had used up all his energy asking questions that really didn't matter. With his last bit of energy he resolved to be more careful with his questions in the future. Then he fell into a restless sleep interrupted often by a painful jar each time the small cart hit a root, pothole or bump in the road.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until several minutes after they had stopped moving that the pain from the motion of the cart was replaced by the pulsating throb from the arrow wound in his shoulder. Several more minutes passed before he heard the sound of Kire coming. Kaz hated feeling so vulnerable, just lying in a cart completely defenseless. As he thought about defenses his mind turned to his bow. Without sitting up he frantically searched around the cart, but he could not see any sign of his bow. Then Kire came into view with Kaz's bow strung and draped over his shoulder.
 
   Kaz reached out for his bow and winced in pain. “What is wrong?” Kire asked, as he knelt down and started a small fire.
 
   “That's my bow,” Kaz said, looking at the bow Kire was wearing.
 
   “Yes it is,” came the reply.
 
   Remembering the infuriating way Kire communicated, Kaz went on. “That is my bow and I don't want anyone using it but me. I thought I was the only one who could use it.”
 
   Kire gave Kaz an even look, then responded by simply holding up two plump rabbits. “I will gladly let you do the hunting as soon as you are able. Omer himself would probably be using it if I hadn't picked it up when I dragged you to safety. It is a rather nice weapon.”
 
   He realized then how petty his complaint had been, and how foolish his comment was when Kire was standing there with fresh game to eat. Kaz took a deep breath. “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said those things.” Kaz was beginning to feel like everything he said was a mistake around this man.
 
   Kire looked down at the frustrated young man. “You're right.”
 
   Kaz tentatively moved his body and found that it was not feeling much better than earlier in the day. He was barely able to move his left arm and hand, and his right shoulder was still throbbing from the arrow wound. He was happy to find that his legs and feet seemed to be fine. When he tried to sit up, intense pain shot through his whole body. It was so bad, he felt like he might vomit.
 
   “You have at least three cracked ribs,” Kire explained. “They will take time to heal.”
 
   “How long until I can walk again?” Kaz asked, anxious to be off of the infernal cart.
 
   “It will take time to heal,” Kire repeated. “Your body has been through a lot. You will also need time to rest from your recent trip from Lexingar, and the caravan experience.”
 
   “My recent trip?” Kaz asked confused, “How did you know that?”
 
   “Your clothing, your rings, your bow, your accent. It seems pretty obvious,” Kire answered. “But I do have an important question for you in case you don’t survive.”
 
   “Survive?” Kaz blurted out.
 
   “Yes, of course. If the arrow wound is infected, you could die,” Kire answered. “It is a very low possibility,” he added, though it did not comfort Kaz. “In case the cleaning doesn’t work, I do need to ask you about one thing.” Kire pointed down at Kaz’s Sight Stone. “Tell me what you know about the Sight Stone.”
 
   Kaz looked at Kire with his eyes wide open. This man seemed to know everything about Kaz without even asking. What did his clothing and accent have to do with anything? He didn’t know this man and now he was asking about the stone - a stone that had cost the life of his friend.
 
   “Don’t worry about it for now. It seems you don’t have anything to add to what I already know,” Kire said offhandedly. “I am sorry for your loss,” he added. “And in all likelihood you’ll live through the operation, so please don’t worry too much about it.” Kire moved around their small campsite, building the fire, setting a pot of water over the flames, cleaning the rabbits and setting them on a spit to cook.
 
   Kaz tilted his head to the side and stared at Kire, not knowing how to react. It seemed the man could read his mind and it was freaking Kaz out. What else could he know just by looking at him?
 
   “I can’t read your mind,” Kire said over his shoulder.
 
   “How did you do that?” Kaz blurted out.
 
   Kire turned his attention to Kaz with a friendly smile. “I just notice things that most people don’t, that’s all. I’ve been practicing watching people and things for a very long time. When things are abnormal, like excessively bright campfires on consecutive nights in different places around Omer’s Keep, they stand out to me and I like to investigate if I’m in the area.”
 
   “Okay,” Kaz said, still not happy with the answer. Wanting to keep his facial expressions from giving away his thoughts, he tried to make his smile look sincere. 
 
   Kire reached to the fire and pulled off a pot of boiling water. “I need to check for infection in the arrow wound. This will hurt.” Kire waited and Kaz nodded, bracing himself. True to his pronouncement, the probing was excruciating, but Kaz tried not to move as Kire surveyed the damage. “There is an infection. It won’t kill you, but I will need to operate if we are going to save your arm.” With a grim expression on his face, Kire placed a thin, sharp knife in the fire and opened Kaz's shirt.
 
   “Hold on,” Kaz blurted out. “How do I know I can trust you?”
 
   Kire looked up at Kaz. “I rescued you, I'm taking you to safety, I'm feeding you and I have been completely honest with you. Do you need more reasons?”
 
   “That's not what I meant. How can I trust you know what you're doing with that knife and my arm?”
 
   With a slight smile Kire nodded his head. “That is a good question. I noticed you did not watch very attentively when I cleaned these rabbits, so I suppose you have no good reason to trust me except to take my word for it.”
 
   After a short pause, Kaz nodded, accepting Kire as his surgeon. He laid his head back down on the planks of the cart and spoke out loud. “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   Kire mixed in some herbs with the heated water. He spoke as he worked at making a paste. “Are you sure that you want me to tell you?”
 
   “I would feel better about it if I had an idea of what is going to happen.”
 
   “Very well,” Kire said. “First, I will make an incision over the infected portion of your shoulder. Because the infection may run deep I'm not sure how far I will be cutting. That part will hurt. This mixture I'm making will help to draw out the infection. That process is what will save your arm. It will also hurt very much. The final step is to examine your shoulder meticulously for any slivers of wood from the arrow or fragments of clothing, remove them, and then stitch you up.”
 
   Kaz cut in. “Let me guess, that will also hurt.”
 
   “Smart boy, you catch on quickly. The preparations are complete. Will I need to tie you down, or will you remain completely still?”
 
   “I won't move,” Kaz said with determination.
 
   The operation proceeded just as Kire had described, and Kaz, true to his word, remained still. Kire found a small sliver of wood from the arrow shaft that was causing the infection. When Kaz was stitched up, Kire presented him a metal cup with a warm liquid inside. “This will help make sure the infection does not spread. In the morning I will try to find some herbs to help with the pain, but for now try to get some sleep.”
 
   The warm liquid soothed his throat as he gulped it down. He still ached all over and his shoulder throbbed with agony, but when he had found a slightly less uncomfortable position, his exhausted body fell asleep. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kaz was jarred into wakefulness when Kire’s cart came to a stop. He sat up and cringed against the pain in his head and arm. “How long was I asleep that time?” he asked.
 
   “Most of the day,” Kire responded. “Fortunately you are looking a little better already. In a few weeks you should be back on your feet.” Kaz experimentally moved his arm and it throbbed with pain. “I said a few weeks, not a few minutes,” Kire said with a hint of reproach.
 
   “Sorry, I was just seeing what would happen.” He responded. He was getting a little tired of Kire correcting him. And the way he seemed to analyze everything, or have a logical way of looking at things reminded him a lot of the things Bendar did to annoy Kaz.
 
   “I know you were,” Kire answered. “From what I can piece together, that is what keeps getting you into trouble. You have a thought, and without considering, you jump into action and find yourself worse off than before.”
 
   “Is that always so bad?” Kaz retorted quickly. 
 
   “What do you think?” Kire asked.
 
   A long silence followed Kire's question. Kaz finally answered. “Sometimes you have to just act. I've never seen a problem solved by sitting around thinking about it.” He thought back to the caravan and how if he had acted more quickly, or if he had shot more carefully, perhaps Garin would have lived. He joined P because something needed to be done. All of Kire’s analyzing hadn’t helped the people in Omer’s realm.
 
   “Have you ever had one of your problems solved without an adult swooping in to save you?” This question made Kaz angry and he was about to make a defensive comment in return, but as he looked to Kire, he saw that there was no accusation, no guile, just a sincere question for Kaz to think about.
 
   “I'll have to get back to you on that one,” Kaz said with a smile.
 
   “When you have that answer, I have another question I want you to take some time to seriously think about. You have great potential, and I want to help you, but you really need to learn how to think.”
 
   Kire pointed down into a small valley. “What do you see down there?”
 
   Kaz looked around, but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. There was a patch of grass in the middle of the valley, some trees, and some birds flying around. It looked like any other valley he had seen. “I see a valley.”
 
   Kire whipped the animal and his cart moved on. He guided it down into the valley on an almost imperceptible path. When Kaz was down in the valley, a house appeared as though it hadn’t been there before. It was built using roughhewn logs stacked to make the walls, and a sod roof which made it blend in when looking down on it. 
 
   When they had come up to the small dwelling, Kire unhitched his mule and walked the steady beast to a small, open field. Then he turned his attention to helping Kaz make his way inside. The doorway was made for a man of Kire's height, so Kaz had to duck several inches to fit through.
 
   Kaz examined the tidy little house. It was divided into three rooms: a kitchen, a living room and a door at the back of the living room that probably led to a bedroom. The living room was a small gathering space with some chairs and a fireplace. The kitchen had a small wooden table and one chair. On the far side of the kitchen there was a small, thin door that looked like it led to a closet. Kaz noticed that Kire was watching him.
 
   “Kaz, do you notice anything?” Kire asked while Kaz looked around the house.
 
   “It's a very nice place you've got here.” was all Kaz said.
 
   Kire shook his head. “We've got a lot of work to do.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   “Mamma, he’s awake.”
 
   “Trini, get some water.”
 
   Mylot moaned as he turned to his side. He could hear the door open and close, then the footsteps of another person walking around a small room, but his head was fuzzy and his eyes were still adjusting to the light. He tried to sit up, but was firmly pushed back down. “You have to rest. Here drink this.” Mylot obediently reached his hands out and a set of frail hands guided him to a clay cup. He moved it to his mouth, but spit the liquid back into the cup the moment it touched his lips.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “It will heal you, you must drink it.” As he heard the words, he began to remember. He should have been dead. He was attacked in the woods, shot with an arrow. After it began turning red and swelling, he had realized it was poisoned and had used his strength gift for speed to run as far north as he could. Where was he? He struggled to ask the question, but his throat was dry. Reluctantly Mylot nodded and choked down the liquid. After the first gulp his eyes began to adjust and he looked down at the dull, gray liquid. He took another drink.
 
   Within moments he began to feel better. His head cleared somewhat and he sat up and looked up to the woman who was helping him drink. She was wearing a sturdy dress that looked like it had been handmade, and an apron that was a light brown, but might have at one time been white. Her body was worn down, as if burdened severely by a tough life, but her eyes were kind. 
 
   “Where am I?” Mylot asked. 
 
   “You are in our home.” The woman motioned around a small, one room cabin. Mylot was lying on a thick, wool blanket on the floor. Other blankets were neatly rolled up and placed next to the wall.
 
   As he was looking around the room the front door opened and let in a bright beam of sunlight. A young girl entered, carrying a bucket of water in both hands, she hefted the half-full bucket with all her might to get it over the threshold of the house, then she dragged it on the floor. 
 
   “I got the water Mamma,” she said with a proud smile, then she whipped her blond hair to the side, leaving a streak of dirt on her cheek. She put the bucket down in front of Mylot, then dipped a ladle and handed it to him. He looked at her for a moment, not sure what to do. “You need to drink if you want to get your strength back,” she explained. The girl looked to her mother, then back at Mylot. “Go on,” she urged. As she moved the ladle forward some of the water spilled on his lap.
 
   Mylot took it from her and drank deeply of the cold water. The girl took the ladle back and filled it again. “You’ve got to fill up that tummy.” Her bright blue eyes shone as she smiled down at Mylot. He drank the water.
 
   Offering a lopsided smile with a raised eyebrow he asked, “Do you think I need more?”
 
   She made a stern face and scrunched her nose. “Don’t be greedy.” Her dress twirled as she spun around and walked away from him.
 
   He shook his head, knowing that he would never understand anyone of the opposite sex. Mylot moved to stand, but his legs would not support his weight. “What happened to me?”
 
   “We were going to ask you the same thing,” the mother began. “Six nights back, Walter found you on the road. He thought you were dead, but then he saw you breathe. He brought you back here.”
 
   Mylot interrupted, “Six days? Have I been asleep for that long?”
 
   “Yes, you have had a terrible fever. We didn’t know what happened to you at first, but then the shaking started and we knew it must be poison. I stayed here with you, using some herbs and keeping that arrow wound cleaned ‘til Walter could get back. You see, Walter headed up the road two days to trade with Omer for some healing ointment.” She paused a moment before continuing. “It is very expensive, so we traded your armor.”
 
   Mylot absently waved his hand, “You did the right thing. The armor doesn’t matter.” Hearing the name Omer immediately made him remember his mission, the message, and Bethany. “I need to get to Omer’s Keep.”
 
   “Well, young man, you are not going anywhere until you can walk.” She said, rubbing her hands on her apron. She picked up the bucket from the ground and put it up on their table, one of the few furnishings in the cabin.
 
   Knowing he couldn’t stay there a moment longer, he began pushing himself up with his arms. “I’ll just borrow a spare horse, or wagon, I need to get there.”
 
   “Begging your pardon, but we don’t have but one mule, and Walter uses that for work every day. He already lost four days’ work getting that ointment for you; we can’t spare anymore.”
 
   “You don’t own a single horse?” Mylot asked in complete surprise.
 
   The woman looked down at her feet in embarrassment. “We’re simple folk, just doin’ our best to get by.”
 
   For the first time, Mylot began to really see the woman, her house, and her family. This small room was their entire home. Their beds were thin mattresses that they rolled up every morning so they could have a living space. They didn’t have enough money to even buy a horse, yet they had put their lives on hold for him. They could have let him die and traded his armor for gold. He estimated they could have doubled their house size twice with the gold they could get for that armor, but instead they had saved his life. 
 
   “I am so sorry. I meant no offense.”
 
   “It’s not important,” she answered, still wringing her hands on her apron and refusing to make eye contact.
 
   “Yes it is,” he corrected. “You saved my life, you gave me a place to heal, you have done everything for me, and I have insulted you. What I said was completely out of line. What can I do for you?”
 
   She looked up at him and smiled, then in a motherly tone she scolded, “You can lie down and get better.”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he replied as he lowered his body back to the straw mattress. Before he put his head down, he looked back up to her. “What is your name?”
 
    “My name is Angmar, and this is Trini,” she said, pointing to her daughter. 
 
   The girl beamed with a large smile. She moved close and sat right next to Mylot’s mattress. “Who are you?”
 
   Mylot placed a hand on the young girl’s shoulder, “My name is Mylot.”
 
   Angmar let go of her apron, and pulled some flour up onto the table. “Come on, Trini, we have to start mixing the dough or we’ll not have bread for supper.”
 
   That night Mylot sat up on his mattress as the family gathered around him to eat their meager meal. A small loaf of bread was ripped into four pieces, the largest was given to Mylot and the next biggest piece to Trini. There was also a small bowl of nuts Trini had gathered from the woods, a large bowl of wild greens, and some root vegetables that were boiled over the small cook fire. Mylot slowly chewed on his bread and he looked around the small family. How would they survive the winter? What kind of work could Walter be doing that paid so little? He felt a terrible guilt thinking of his estate. How often had he turned away the poor who came to beg for a meal? How often did he mistreat those who worked for him? 
 
   After one day of rest Mylot was able to stand on wobbly legs, and after the second day he felt he could walk, but Walter, Angmar, and especially Trini would not let him rise from bed. The third day he insisted that he needed to move on. He thanked them for all they had done and began walking up the road to Omer’s Keep. Although it wasn’t much, he hoped that the gold ring he left on the bedroll would help to repay the family for the generosity he had been shown.
 
   When the small home was out of sight, Mylot’s strongarm marks flared dark red as he sped north. After an hour of running he slowed to a walk and continued walking until it was dark. He did not care if he was worn to exhaustion, he needed to get to the keep as soon as possible. Mylot spent the night shivering in a pile of dried leaves and pine needles. In the morning he began to wonder if it had been a mistake to leave Walter and Angmar’s home so soon.
 
   The second day it began to rain. Walking north, Mylot hugged himself against the bite of the late fall air. The rain soaked his clothing and he fought desperately to keep his shaking under control. Whenever he stopped walking, the cold wind cut through his clothing and chilled him to the core. He never ran that day, but maintained a brisk walk from the rising of the sun to twilight. At night, he wedged himself under the bottom branches of a large evergreen. Despite the day of rain it was dry near the trunk of the tree and he was able to cover himself with fallen needles.
 
   After two nights spent in the cold, he was happy to arrive the third evening at the fortress. It was hard to believe that less than three months ago he had been preparing for the Lexingar tournaments; riding into Lexingar in shining armor waving to his admirers, his servants carrying his supplies and setting up his sleeping quarters. Now he approached Omer’s Keep in much more humble circumstances. Walking in by himself, wearing soaked and muddy clothing that were torn to rags, he approached the gate.
 
   “No beggars after dark.” The guard pronounced when he approached.
 
   “I am no beggar,” Mylot responded. Despite his haggard appearance he spoke with confidence, and the guard turned back. “I am Mylot of Tran, one of King Robert’s personal guards, and I’m on his errand with a message for Lord Omer.”
 
   “King Robert has never sent a messenger in such attire.”
 
   “I have risked my life to bring Lord Omer news that is of vital importance to the kingdom. He will be well rewarded for helping me.” The guard looked incredulously at Mylot, who was struggling to stand upright and had stray pine needles in his hair.
 
   “I will escort you personally to Lord Omer.” The guard placed his hand on the hilt of his sword as a warning that he would not tolerate any games, and then moved into the large fortress. When they had ascended to the upper level of the keep, the guard motioned for Mylot to sit on a wooden bench. “Wait here.”
 
   Mylot could barely keep his eyes open as he waited. He tried to focus on the tapestries, or the doors, or the floor, anything to keep himself awake. Just when he felt he could not stay awake any longer, the doors opened. A large guard standing at the doors pointed. 
 
   “Lord Omer will see you now.” Mylot stood and walked into the room.
 
   “Welcome.” Omer was seated behind a large desk with guards on either side of him. Although he could not place them, these guards looked out of place, yet familiar. “I’m told that you have an important message. How can I be of assistance?”
 
   “Greetings, your Excellency.” Mylot bowed deeply. “I am a member of the King’s Royal Guard, here with a time sensitive matter.”
 
   “You don’t look like you are part of the royal guard,” Omer interrupted. 
 
   “I apologize for my appearance. We were ambushed; everything was stolen. I’m Mylot of the house of Tran. My father has had many dealings with your barony. I visited this keep when I was a child.”
 
   Omer looked over Mylot carefully. “It certainly has been a long time,” he said after a pause. “I’m sorry I did not recognize you sooner. How may I help you?” 
 
   “I have learned of an attack that is coming. I need a strong horse, some clothing, and supplies so I can report what I have found.” Mylot held up his hand showing the small pigeon scroll.
 
   Omer waved his hand and one of his guards retrieved the scroll. As he read the message his expression darkened. He looked to one of his guards and the man nodded. “Have you shared this with anyone else?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Does anyone else on the King’s Guard suspect an attack?”
 
   Mylot shook his head, “That’s why I need to get to Lexingar with all haste. Nobody knows anything.”
 
   “Good.” Omer made a motion and the two guards at the door grabbed Mylot. “Let’s keep it that way.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In the dark, moldy dungeon of Omer’s Keep, Pentra sat on a hard stone floor with her back to the wall. A sharp stone protrusion from the wall dug into her back, but she didn’t mind the discomfort; it helped her stay awake. The dungeon’s stench and the groans of other inmates were nothing compared to the personal agony of her dreams. Her mind was filled with questions that nearly drove her crazy in the waking hours, and turned into terrible nightmares when she closed her eyes. The last time she slept she saw, in her mind, Kaz being tortured while Hess was being burned to the ground. Meanwhile, Omer stood above her floating in the air, like some kind of deity, telling her it was all her fault.
 
   What made that one of the worst nightmares yet was the fact that she knew it was true. She had failed Hess, abandoned Kaz, and had not even gotten close to her father before being captured. She didn’t even know whether Dirt and Smudge had been put to death, or whether they were somewhere here in this dungeon. She slowly bowed her head, then slammed it back into the wall sending pain through her head and neck. What a failure she had become.
 
   Pentra shifted against the wall, digging in the sharp point of stone as she fought against the pull of sleepiness. It was hard to tell time in the darkness of the dungeon except when she heard the creaking of the key in the door announcing that the guard was coming with some broth and a crusty roll.
 
   “Hello, Lady Pentra,”
 
   She looked up at the jail guard and realized that it was someone new. This young man was dressed in Omer’s armor, had a similar build to her father, and even looked a little bit like a younger version of Omer. As she looked him over she noticed that he had a bucket in his hand. Before she could ask about the purpose of the bucket, the cold water splashed over her. She involuntarily screamed out, jumped to her feet and found herself at the bars of the cell, teeth clenched as she glared at this young man. 
 
   “Omer summoned you, and asked that you were cleaned up.”
 
   “How dare you!” she said, still glaring at him. “Who do you think you are?”
 
   “My name is Bendar,” he replied, then he looked over his shoulder and leaned in closer to the bars, but still out of Pentra’s reach. This was the friend Kaz had talked about. “Omer wanted you whipped before you came into his presence, I suggested something different.” He turned around and picked up a package from a stool. 
 
   When he held it up, Pentra stepped back from the iron bars and cringed. “I’m not sure this is much better than torture, but I do thank you for your kindness,” she said, looking at the dress he held up in front of himself. A beating did sound more like Omer’s style, so she trusted that Bendar had probably suggested this.
 
   Bendar held out his hand and he took one cautionary step closer to the cell. “I am an intellect,” he said as if it wasn’t obvious by the marks on his forehead, “I know you came here with the intent to kill your father, and I also know that you failed.” Pentra scowled at the reminder and wished he would get to the point. “If you want to get into his presence, you will need to clean up, and get dressed in this. If you decide instead to attack me and try to escape, you will be killed before you can even get outside this dungeon. I do not have a key to get out of here; it can only be opened from the outside. If I am injured, they will leave the door locked for a week and you along with everyone else down here will starve until you are too weak to move, or until you are dead.” Bendar walked up to the cell bars and handed the dress through the bars. He pulled a brush from his pocket and also gave it to her, then he turned around.
 
   He stood within her reach, she could lunge forward and break his neck, but as he said, she would not get anywhere if she did. Instead she quickly changed into her dress and brushed her matted hair. It took several minutes to get the knots from her tangled mess of hair, but within a short time she was fairly presentable. She reached out and tapped Bendar on the shoulder. “What if I waited until we were outside the dungeon, then fought my way out of this place?”
 
   Bendar slowly turned around and shook his head. She could not see any emotion in his eyes as he spoke. “Pentra, if you ever talk like that again, you will be back in here for a year. You might think that because you are getting out of the dungeon, you are free, but I assure you that this is not the case. You are just getting a more comfortable cell.”
 
   Pentra watched Bendar for a sign of emotion in his voice or on his face, but found none there. He was simply delivering Omer’s message, and she knew it was a real threat. Omer only kept people around if he had a use for them, and he knew they were in his control. She wondered for a moment how much control Omer had over Bendar, but the emotionless way Bendar acted made it impossible to tell. When she nodded her understanding, Bendar escorted her out of her cell and up some stairs and out of the dungeon.
 
   As she walked the halls of the keep she was flooded with memories of a time when she lived here, played in these halls, and also a time, after her mother died, when she felt alone and trapped before she finally escaped. She tried to keep her head held high as they walked. She couldn’t let her body language show the emotional burden she carried as she made her way through these familiar halls.
 
   “Bendar!” An excited man called out as they made their way around a curved stone corridor.
 
   Bendar held up his hand and tried to intercept the older man. “Maven, it is not the time.”
 
   “It’s urgent!” he insisted, “The Hearing Stone is back!” Bendar reached out, trying to place a hand over Maven’s mouth as if to stop him from talking in front of Pentra, but Maven grabbed his arm and pushed it down. “I can hear it ringing in my ears. Just like on the day they gave me this second gift!” He pointed at his ear.
 
   Pentra looked at the older man, it took a moment to place him, but she did remember seeing him infrequently when she grew up in the keep. He was an intellect who was kept in the lower levels of the main building. He rarely came up from his studies, and now he had some hearing marks. What happened to him? Who was he talking about that gave him a second gift? Is that how Scar had two strong gifts? What other secrets were hidden deep within the walls of this keep?
 
   Pentra tried to not react outwardly as she stood behind Bendar, but she intently listened as Maven continued. “Tell Lord Omer that I need to see the Hearing Stone. I want to see how it works; I want to see if it can help me know when The Changing is coming. I think it is the reason I can hear magical items, but I can’t be sure unless I can see it again.”
 
   “Maven, please,” Bendar said insistently. “You need to go back to your office.”
 
   “It’s coming, Bendar,” he said intently at first, then he shrank back and looked down at the ground. “At least I think it might be,” he paused, then looked at his hands. “Sometime,” he finished in a dejected tone. He then turned and left, closing a solid wood door behind him.
 
   Bendar turned to Pentra, “Maven is not well; he is losing his mind, and often speaks incoherent nonsense.” Without any further explanation Bendar continued to lead Pentra through the keep. She looked at the closed door sadly as she passed. He hadn’t looked crazy to her when he first spoke, in fact he seemed very much in control of his thoughts and words. She knew that with the Hearing Stone she could hear magical items, although she didn’t fully understand how it worked. She also knew Bendar couldn’t deny that Maven had two gifts. She wasn’t sure what was happening here, or what role Bendar was playing in it, but for now it wasn’t her concern. All she wanted to do was to find a way to kill Omer and get out of here.
 
   Bendar opened a door along the corridor. Pentra stopped waiting for an explanation. This wasn’t a place where she would meet her father. This was in the north building, just one level above the servants’ quarters. “This is your new home,” Bendar said, gesturing to the room. 
 
   “I thought I was meeting with Omer,” Pentra asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Bendar confessed. “First you need to get fully cleaned up; you still smell like the dungeon, and we cannot have Omer’s daughter smelling like filth when she first returns to him, can we?”
 
   “No, we couldn’t have that,” she said sarcastically. She wanted to make some kind of statement about how he always had a nice, clean appearance on the outside, but he was truly a filthy person, but she wasn’t quite sure how much of what she said would make its way from Bendar back to her father. Instead, she walked into the doorway leading to her new cell.
 
   “I’ll be back in half an hour to escort you to see your father.” The door closed behind her. Pentra grabbed the handle, and found it was locked. She really was in a cell. There were two doors in the room, one leading to the hall, and the other to a changing and bathing room. There were no windows in this room, and the walls were bare of any decorations. The bed, while much nicer than the dungeon, was small and looked a little lumpy. The room also had a desk with paper and a quill. I guess he’ll be wanting me to write something.
 
   Shortly after she made a survey of the room, a knock came on the door followed by a whisper. “Pentra, is it really you?”
 
   Pentra instantly recognized the voice. “Come in,” she whispered back. The door opened and a girl slightly younger than herself entered the room holding a key. “Brooklyn!” she said excitedly, running to embrace her childhood friend. In the past years since she had seen Brooklyn, the girl had grown into a young lady. Her long, golden hair was rolled up into a bun and her bright blue eyes sparkled as she beamed with a smile.
 
   Brooklyn closed the door behind herself and spoke in a whisper. “There were rumors that you had returned,” she began. “We’ve been worried sick about you since you left. I’m so happy you’re alive.”
 
   “You don’t know how good it is to see a friendly face,” Pentra said as she held her friend close. “How are things here?” 
 
   Her friend released her from the hug and pointed to the bathing room. “We can talk as you get cleaned up; we don’t have much time.”
 
   She moved to the bathing room and found a large tub filled with water. The water was cold, but it felt heavenly when she was able to drop herself into the tub. As she soaked Brooklyn began talking. “Since you left, about a dozen of the staff have continued your work. We sneak food out to the vineyards, and hide it there for the slaves to find.”
 
   “Thank you!” Pentra replied. Digger had mentioned that there was some food being given to them, and now she knew where it was coming from. “Who else is helping you?”
 
   Brooklyn looked around the room suspiciously and spoke in a voice Pentra herself could almost not hear. “I can’t say,” she said. “You are being watched very closely; they want to keep their distance from you for a while.”
 
   “I understand,” Pentra replied with a sad nod. “What happened in Hess when I made an attack on the keep?”
 
   Brooklyn’s normally chipper smile turned quickly into a serious frown. “Omer sent out his men. They burned some of Hess, but it’s impossible to know for sure what’s left. All I know is that we’ve redoubled our efforts, and every day the food we bring out to the fields gets eaten.”
 
   “Well that’s good,” Pentra said with a smile, “That means they are still alive, and there are enough of them to eat all the food you are bringing.” She was trying to focus on the positive, and she was very happy with what Brooklyn and the others were doing, but she wanted very much to know what had happened in the village.
 
   “What about the dungeons? Have you heard anything about unusual prisoners being brought in? Maybe a father and a son from Hess?”
 
   “No, I haven’t heard about any slaves being brought to the dungeon. Though there was a rumor of a madman claiming to have been with the King’s Guard being sent down there a little while back.”
 
   If Omer is really keeping a member of the King’s Guard imprisoned, that might be enough to open an investigation. I’ll have to see whether I can find anything out about that.
 
   “Time to get ready,” she announced. Brooklyn left the small changing room and Pentra came out when she was dried and dressed. 
 
   “You look beautiful as ever,” the younger girl said, looking at Pentra. She grabbed a brush and began brushing and braiding her dark hair.
 
   “Thank you,” Pentra replied. “Unfortunately I’m getting dressed up to meet with my father.”
 
   “That’s true,” she admitted with a slight chuckle, “but it’s better than being paraded in front of suitors. Do you remember Sir Kigak?”
 
   Pentra laughed out loud, “How can I forget? That was a total disaster!”
 
   Brooklyn’s face lit up with an infectious smile as she inspected Pentra’s braided hair. “It’s wonderful to have you back,” she said with another hug. “And don’t worry about the slaves. We’ll make sure they are fed through the winter, I promise.”
 
   Tears came to Pentra’s eyes as she squeezed Brooklyn tight. “I couldn’t ask for a truer friend. Thank you!”
 
   She shrugged as if it was nothing, “I’m just doing what’s right.” She smiled, then led Pentra to the door. “After you meet with your father, if you need anything from me, you know how to get me.” Pentra tapped her hand against the hard stone wall and smiled. They had a secret message they would sent to each other when they were small. As both Pentra and Brooklyn were powerful listeners, they would tap the wall six times, then they would give a time and location where they would meet using a code they had developed over years of growing up together in the keep. 
 
   Pentra nodded. “It might actually be even easier with me living so close to the servants’ quarters.”
 
   After composing herself, Pentra straightened her back and nodded at her friend, “I think I’m ready to face my father.”
 
   Brooklyn nodded, and softly added a word of caution, “Please try to control your temper.”
 
   Bendar was waiting for her in the hall with a large visor, who stood with his arms folded across his chest, and had a throwing knife on his belt. “This is Trinac,” Bendar introduced. “He will be your companion during your stay here at the keep.” Pentra knew that “companion” meant something more like “babysitter” and “informant” for her father. The fact that Omer let him carry the throwing knife inside the keep also told her he was a trusted member of Omer’s inner circle and someone who would use that knife if she stepped out of line. “Let’s go,” Bendar said. He turned and began walking away. Pentra reached out and squeezed Brooklyn’s hand before she fell in line between Trinac and Bendar.
 
   They made their way through the corridors that connected the various buildings of the keep to the upper levels of the main building where they finally came to Omer’s audience chamber. Bendar pushed open the door and they entered. Omer sat behind his desk with two large bodyguards on either side of him; two more stood by the door where she entered. Pentra also saw that in the corner next to the scribe there was another strongarm with a knife held to Dirt’s throat. 
 
   “Welcome home,” Omer said as he rose to his feet.
 
   Pentra looked over to Dirt and did not take her eyes off him. The man stood with his shoulders slumped. His body was covered in bruises and the spark of hope she had seen so many times in his eyes was extinguished. “Let me explain how things will work while you are here,” Omer said as he walked over to stand next to Dirt. He balled up a fist and punched the man in the gut, causing him to double over in pain. “This man and his son will be the first ones killed should you step a toe out of line. Do you understand?”
 
   Pentra silently nodded while trying to hold back tears. She saw in his eyes that what he was saying now was true. “Good,” he responded. He turned to the guard who held Dirt, “Take him back to the dungeon, withhold his food for three days.”
 
   “Yes sir,” the guard responded. He opened the back door to go.
 
   “Please don’t,” Pentra pleaded. “I’ll do anything. I’ll take his place.”
 
   Omer smiled wickedly and simply waved the guards away as he returned to his chair. As they dragged Dirt back to the dungeon Omer continued. “Self-sacrifice is too easy. You need to learn that when you attack me, it will hurt those you care about. The day you tried to kill me, I made an important decision,” he declared. He shuffled some papers around on his desk for a moment before raising his eyes to her again, a terrible look of pleasure showing on his face. “The village of Hess is going to be taught a lesson they will never forget. At first I had thought to burn it to the ground, but my late captain of the guard there had an unfortunate lack of resolve and considered his task sufficiently completed after having only burned the storage building.”
 
   “He did?!” Pentra was unable to restrain the comment, she was so relieved to hear that the damage hadn’t been more severe.
 
   “Don’t worry, my dear,” Omer gave her a wicked smile. “He won’t be disobeying my orders ever again. He was executed as soon as he returned with such disappointing news. However, his failure did leave me with an even better solution to my slave problem. It seems their little community needs to be taken down a few notches.” 
 
   Pentra did not like where this was going one bit. Before she was able to stop herself she cried out, “Why do you even care? Why do you even need to keep these slaves? I know you’ve found a way to give enhanced gifts to people. Scar, Maven, maybe more. Why don’t you just make yourself a few magicians and pay them to complete the same work?”
 
   Omer threw back his head and laughed. She wasn’t sure what was happening, but it seemed it was a very funny joke to him. He looked down at Bendar and patted him on the back as if it was some kind of inside joke, but Bendar once again had a far away, sad look in his eyes. “You don’t have any idea what you’re asking for,” he said when his laughter stopped. “We don’t create new gifts from the air, we take them from one person and give them to another.” He grinned wickedly. “That’s why I am sending three hundred slaves with a caravan of supplies to the east. They will be marching to their death, and their gifts will be given to others.”
 
   Pentra fought back tears. The village would be left decimated. How many fathers would been sent to sacrifice their lives for this despicable plan? Fighting to keep her composure, knowing that Omer would see tears as a sign of weakness and press further she asked, “Who? Who will be taking the gifts?”
 
   Omer sat down with a satisfied look on his face. “My dear daughter,” he began in a sickly sweet voice. “I need to keep the kingdom safe for future trading. I’ve made a deal with a very powerful man so I can have my very own army. My men will make the strongarms from the eastern mountains look like children.” Then, with a razor sharp glare he added, “And I will sacrifice all of your slave friends to have this army.”
 
   Pentra raised her hand to cover her mouth, “What have you done?”
 
   “The important question for you is what will I do if you don’t behave appropriately while you are in my keep,” he responded with a growl. “If you make any move against me, I will kill twenty slaves. If you run away, I will kill ten per day until you return, or until they are all dead. Do you understand?” 
 
   “Omer,” Trinac spoke as he approached. “She has a special bond with the servant girl who first helped her get cleaned up. They exchanged a hand squeeze in the hall before they separated.”
 
   Omer turned toward Pentra. “I’m so happy that you are reuniting with your friends so quickly. What is the servant girl’s name?” He looked at Pentra, expecting a response. She stood silently. “You said you’d do anything. Prove it. I’ll allow this slave to eat if you give me the name.”
 
   Pentra stood for a moment, not sure how to react. He could easily find out who waited on her; this was not about Brooklyn. It was a demonstration of Trinac’s observance, and a test for her where she had no leverage. “Brooklyn,” she responded. “Her name is Brooklyn. She was one of my servants when I lived here. She was happy that I was alive and that I had returned to the safety of your keep.” She hoped that this response would save Brooklyn any repercussions. 
 
   Omer scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Guard, you can feed the slave. Now take him away.” As the guard escorted Dirt from the room, Omer turned and looked at Pentra with a penetrating stare. “I keep my promises,” he threatened. “You will never speak to Brooklyn again, or I will send her to the dungeon, and I will make you witness what we do to her. Do you understand?”
 
   Pentra nodded her head. This meeting was getting worse and worse. She had been freed from the dungeon, but she was now in a prison she could never escape. A prison built on threats against those she cared about. She needed to keep her distance from everyone in this keep.
 
   “Good,” he said as he clapped his hands together. “Now that we have come to an understanding, I have some things I need you to do while you are here. First, I need my loyal daughter to go to a banquet, and tell the guests all about her love for me.” Pentra almost gagged at the thought, but in the years she had been gone from the keep, she had lived as a thief and a shadow, and had become used to lying. This was something she could do until she figured out her next move. “Some vicious rumors are spreading about me that could impact my businesses here in Denall, I need you to help the merchants and nobles see that I support and am loyal to those who are close to me. Now that you have returned from your studies on the Isle of Sephra, you are naturally eager to bring all honor to the Barony of Luc. If you have any troubles remembering the topics of study you have mastered in the three years since you left home, you can apply to Trinac here to assist you. ”
 
   Pentra nodded again. She knew there was a reason for her being released from the dungeon. Her father viewed people as objects, and now that he had a use for her, he would use her. “Yes father,” she responded with a bow of her head.
 
   “Remember to smile,” he said with a gesture of his hand by his mouth. “You’re happy to be safely home again. Have fun at the banquet.”


 
   
 
  

Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaz rolled over on the cot next to the fireplace and clenched his teeth against the pain of his cracked ribs and arrow wound. He sat up slowly, stretching out the pain in his abdomen. The throbbing was getting better, but after a night of inactivity it was always the worst. He rolled off the cot and put his feet onto the oval rug that covered most of the planks of the wooden floor. He was pleasantly surprised by the warmth of the rug. When standing, he pulled and straightened the blankets so that it looked neat, then he started looking around.
 
   It was the first morning since coming to this small cottage that Kire was nowhere in sight when he woke up. He was happy that he was able to move around more easily than when he first arrived, but he ached severely. 
 
   Each day Kaz had been in the small house, Kire had asked him to look around carefully. Kaz hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary, and Kire seemed disappointed. Despite the older man not being there, Kaz looked carefully around the small cabin, trying to take in all the details. In the room with the fireplace, Kaz noticed that there were no decorations on the rough-hewn log walls. The ladder-backed chairs in the room where he slept were made of wood with no padded seats. The empty fireplace didn’t stand out as being anything special.
 
   Not seeing anything out of the ordinary for a house that was occupied by a single man, Kaz moved to the kitchen area. There was a small counter made of a flat piece of stone, and a wooden table in the center of the room. The table had one chair, which was not normal, but under the circumstances it was expected. Kaz was beginning to get frustrated with this mind game. He forgot about looking for details and simply went outside to use the outhouse.
 
   Much to his annoyance, the outhouse was up a hill, some distance from the house. It was the first time he had made the trip on his own, but with no sign of anyone to help, he took a long stick he found lying near the front entrance, and leaned on it as he walked up to the outhouse. When he was there he turned around and noticed again that from that vantage the house looked invisible. The sod roof blended in with the ground and the weathered wood walls matched the colors of the surrounding woods. 
 
   On his way back to the house he saw a small, cultivated square that stood behind the home. Where is all the food from this garden? Going back inside, he went to the kitchen and saw that there was absolutely no food in the house. Kaz remembered eating, but didn’t recall where Kire got the food, or how he prepared it. Kaz checked the small closet, but it was completely empty. Thinking that there must be a root cellar, Kaz went outside and walked around the house. It was a rectangle; three unbroken log walls and one side with a door and two small windows. There was no sign of a cellar.
 
   Kaz went back into the house and knocked on the bedroom door. He tried to open it, but it was barred shut. “Kire,” he called out. “Where are you?” Silence was his only answer. He could almost see Kire in the bedroom waiting patiently for Kaz to ask him the right question. If he was going to figure out the mystery of this little house, he needed to do it using his head.
 
   Kaz slowly made his way across the room and stretched out on the cot. The physical exertion of walking to the outhouse and back had left him drained of energy and needing some rest. While lying on the cot he looked carefully around the room again. The inside of the house was about four yards from the front door to the back wall and about five yards from the fireplace to the far side of the kitchen. He started saying out loud the things he saw, the things that were missing or abnormal, but he felt like he was overlooking something so big and obvious that he should have seen it the second he had walked in the house on the first night. This was not his kind of game. He wished he had Bendar here. Bendar would have this all figured out. 
 
   Thinking of Bendar gave Kaz an idea. Bendar had once told him of a method that was used to find hidden rooms of homes. When tax collectors would come, sometimes people hid some livestock or asset so that they would pay less in taxes. The tax collectors were trained to look outside the houses for any irregularities in the walls that would mean changes in the floor plan. Kaz thought back to his trip around the house. It looked exactly the same on the inside as it did on the outside: a rectangle about four yards wide and five yards long, all straight sides, no windows or openings except on the front wall that had the door and two windows; one into the kitchen, one into the room with the fireplace.
 
   As Kaz was running though the room layout one more time, he made a connection. There was no chimney. The house had a fireplace, but no chimney. Kaz summoned the strength to roll onto his side and stand up. He wanted to conduct an experiment. He went outside, gathered some kindling, and went to the fireplace where he knelt down and began to build a fire. When he started to strike a flint, Kire's door opened and he emerged with a smile. 
 
   “That won't be necessary,” he said, as if giving Kaz credit for passing a test. “Come with me.” He motioned, and Kaz followed to the back door that opened to a flight of stone stairs going into the ground.
 
   At the bottom of the staircase Kaz looked around the room in amazement. It was an underground library. The room was dry and warm, lit clearly by candles and lanterns that were hung from the walls and sitting on desks. There was also a window that let in some natural light, but Kaz could not see where the light was from. The room extended in all directions. There were walls filled with scrolls, papers, and books. In one section, Kaz could see vast shelves filled with food that was in long term storage. 
 
   “How long would you have waited for me to figure out that there was no chimney?” Kaz asked.
 
   “I think you would have noticed other things before too long. The layout of the house gives no space for a back room, yet there is a door for one. The house was warm with no fire. There is no food to be found on the main level, and no well in the immediate vicinity. There is a hollow sound when you walk on the floorboards. Despite the fact that I regularly talk about things that I have read recently, there is not a single book in the entire house. You know I hunt and trap, but there are no supplies by the door…”
 
   “Thanks, I think I get the point,” Kaz said, now completely deflated.
 
   “Don't feel too bad. It has taken others much longer to find that anything is wrong.”
 
   “You've had other people here?” Kaz was surprised by the idea; it seemed such a solitary place.
 
    “Yes I have. I have brought people here, and like you I have seen something special in each person I have found. I want to teach you how to see.”
 
   Kaz was taken aback at this statement, and pointing to his left eye marks he corrected the old man, “Don't you mean you want to teach me how to smell?” Kaz asked, making reference to Kire's mark.
 
   “No my friend, I don't.” Then he clarified, “I want to teach you how to see the truth; how to look at a room and see what is wrong, how to read a passage and sift out the lies, how to lay out a plan and see its weaknesses and strengths. I want to teach you how to face problems and see the solutions.”
 
   “That sounds like a great thing for an intellect to learn,” Kaz said skeptically. “But here’s the thing, I’m not an intellect. I don’t like reading long passages of prophecies, it’s just not interesting to me, like it is for Bendar.”
 
   “Just think about what I’m saying for a moment,” Kire said seeming somewhat exasperated that Kaz didn’t get excited about the idea of reading books. “If you develop a talent it can become a strength. Even weaknesses can become strengths if you work at it. Imagine the power of a visor who can see the physical around them, and discern what he cannot see physically.”
 
   “Wow,” Kaz said in shock, “For someone with the gift of smelling, you sound a lot like Bendar. I really appreciate your offer,” he continued, “but I need to get back to Omer's Keep as soon as I'm healthy. I can't leave my friends behind.”
 
   “That is your choice of course. You will be healthy and ready to travel in about a month. Stay here until then and maybe you'll change your mind.”
 
   Thinking this through Kaz answered. “A month? You are going to let me stay here for a month? How can I ever repay you?”
 
   Kire smiled. “I'll think of something.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Trae and Dune pulled up to Omer’s Keep as the last snow fell on the ground. The mild two months of winter had slowed down their travel slightly, but fortunately the light snows had not kept them from moving on most days. Since the encounter with Genea, Dune had been driven to get to Omer’s Keep. He wanted to stop Melna, but just as important, he wanted to make sure no more magicians were abused. 
 
   “How are we going to get in there?” Trae asked as they stood outside the gates of the large keep. Dune shrugged his shoulders, but did not respond. 
 
   They remained quiet as a soldier in a sharp uniform came up to the gate. “This way, Master Magician,” the guard said as he bowed low and opened the gate for the pair to enter. Dune inclined his head slightly but did not speak.
 
   “That was odd,” Trae said when they had passed out of the guard’s hearing range.
 
   Dune nodded, but remained quiet. Instead he placed one finger on his lips to motion for silence as they neared the fortress.
 
   At the large entrance, they dismounted and handed their reins to a stable boy. Dune held his hand out, then a coin appeared in the air. He tossed the small silver piece to the stable boy whose eyes looked like they were going to pop out of his head.
 
   “Come this way,” another servant directed as they entered the keep. He led them through the spacious entry hall and up a spiral staircase that ascended to the finer quarters of the keep. When they came to an upper level, the servant ushered them into a small, private dining room. The man bowed and backed out of the room, leaving Trae and Dune alone.
 
   “You’ve got to admit…” Trae began talking, but again Dune waved him to silence.
 
   Dune looked around the room suspiciously, then handed Trae the end of a short piece of rope. “I don’t know who they think I am, but for now I’ll let them keep thinking it.”
 
   “What’s with the rope?” Trae said, holding one end of the normal looking string.
 
   “It guards from even the strongest listeners.” Trae nodded his head, impressed by this magical string. “But it is limited. You need at least two people holding it, and it doesn’t block out all sound, it just makes us sound like we’re talking in unintelligible mumbles.”
 
   “I still think it’s a pretty great invention.” Trae said enthusiastically. “I think Omer is a lazy bag of pig slop.” Trae called out while making sure to hold the magical rope. He laughed out loud. “These fools all think that we’re actually supposed to be here.” He raised his voice toward the door where the servant had exited. “Hey guy in the uptight servant get up, we’re actually here to kidnap one of Omer’s guests. Would you mind finding Melna for us?” He grinned again.
 
   Dune gave him a blank stare, not even flinching or cracking the slightest smile. 
 
   “Yes it will suffice.” Dune said, regarding the rope. “When they come back, you will act as my bodyguard, try not to say too much until we know what they want from this master magician. And if you don’t watch your mouth, I’ll have you wearing uptight servant’s get up, and perhaps sporting a new face to match. I do miss your Lexingar look.” Trae nodded, not sure whether Dune was being serious or not. It was almost always impossible to tell.
 
   Dune pulled the string and hid it in the sleeve of his robe when two servants entered, carrying a tray of food and beverages. The first placed the spread on the table, and the second filled their goblets. “If you need anything else, ring this bell and Arnold will be at your service.” The first servant motioned to the second man who had come in behind him, carrying the beverages.
 
   “Thank you,” Dune said with the slightest incline of his head. “I do have one question.”
 
   “How can I be of assistance?” the first man asked.
 
   Dune wasted no time getting to the point. “When will I be meeting with Lord Omer?”
 
   The man shifted slightly as if uncomfortable with the request. “As you arrived three days early, we were not prepared to receive you properly. Lord Omer will be ready to give you a reception tomorrow evening.”
 
   “Will you please inform Lord Omer that if I have not had an audience with him before that reception, he will have a party without the guest of honor?” Dune spoke with authority and arrogance, as if he expected every word he spoke to be obeyed without question.
 
   The servant went pale white at this pronouncement. It was obvious that he feared Omer’s wrath, but did not know whether to fear the master magician more. He tentatively spoke. “I will relay the message.” Dune waved his hand dismissively.
 
   The servants left the room and the two men were alone again. Dune saw that Trae was about to speak, so he handed him the end of the string. “Was that really necessary? I think you could have literally scared him to death.”
 
   Dune shook his head as he bit into a piece of fruit. “I have dealt with too many barons and wealthy landowners to let this man ignore us. Besides, we only have three days before the other magician arrives. We need to figure out what he’s doing and find Melna. We can’t waste any time.”
 
   They enjoyed their food in silence and retired to the adjoining quarters for the evening. When they woke the next morning, a summons in bold cursive writing had been slipped under their door. Trae opened it and smiled to Dune. “We will be meeting our host at noon. We are to dress in warm clothing. I guess we’ll be going outside for something.” When Dune gave no more response than a slight nod, Trae asked, “What is it?”
 
   Dune leaned forward in his seat. “Many estate owners have magicians cast fertility spells on their soil, but usually that is in the early spring. Whatever the case, we’ll find out soon.”
 
   After dressing, Dune crossed the room and pulled down on the thick golden colored rope that hung from the ceiling. Within moments, a servant entered with a tray of food for breakfast. He bowed deeply and after delivering the meal, addressed Dune. “You will be meeting with Lord Omer in the lower dining hall at noon, then moving outside. Your horses will be saddled and waiting. If you need anything, please ring.”
 
   “Thank you,” Dune answered absently as he grabbed a thin slice of meat from the tray. The servant bowed deeply, turned sharply, and exited the room.
 
   When the room was clear, Trae joined Dune and eagerly cleaned the platter. “The food here is amazing!” he said through a full mouth as he scarfed down the last roll.
 
   “Was it? I didn’t get much, perhaps I should ring for another tray.” Trae looked up excited. “I am not being serious! We need to act like gentlemen, not starved vagabonds.”
 
   “But we are starved vagabonds, and who knows when we’ll eat this well again.”
 
   “I’ll tell you when we’ll eat like this again; never. Especially if you keep acting like you don’t belong here.” He gave Trae a penetrating look, and then softened slightly. “Sorry, I know this must be very exciting for you, but no matter what we are given, you need to act as though it is what we deserve, or slightly beneath what we deserve.”
 
   Trae nodded, “Do you ever get tired of acting that way?”
 
   “I hate it, it’s exhausting! But I am the master magician,” he placed his head down in his hands in frustration. “We need to do some exploring. But if Melna is around she will certainly recognize me.”
 
   “Well nobody here has seen me with my normal face, so I’m pretty safe. I can check in with the servants, see if there is anything interesting to report.”
 
   “That sounds good,” Dune replied. “Just be careful. If anyone asks we’re from Norwell. I think you should go by Trae again. If Melna is around and she hears the name Trevor with a magician, it might raise her suspicions.” Trae nodded, then ducked out of the quarters.
 
   Dune sat on the sofa trying to think through everything. He generally tried to observe what was happening around him, but he was not nearly as good at is as Kire. That man really did seem like a mind reader. Before he had been alone for long, a knock came on the door. He walked cautiously to the door and, through a peephole, saw an unfamiliar man standing outside. He was dressed in light body armor and he was large, built like a strongarm, but he was not carrying a weapon. Dune opened the door cautiously. “Hello?”
 
   The man pushed his way in and quickly shut the door behind himself. Dune immediately prepared a ball of hardened air to throw at the man.
 
   “Finally, the bodyguard is gone,” the man said. He walked into the room casually in a familiar way as if Dune should have known who he was. He waited, not sure how to respond. The man lounged on an overstuffed chair. He looked up to Dune and smiled, “You look confused,” he said, “I would think a master magician in training would be able to figure out who I am.” He lifted his hand to his head and pulled back the bandana he was wearing showing three intellect marks. “It’s me, Scar.”
 
   Dune, still not knowing who this person was, or why he should know him, tried to act casual. He smiled and nodded, then moved to sit down on the sofa across from Scar. “How are things proceeding?” he asked, hoping that the vague question would lead to some understanding.
 
   “Well now that you’re here we can get moving,” he answered.
 
   Dune was not happy with the equally vague response. “I have a meeting with Omer today, so we’ll need to wait until after that is done.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” Scar waved him off dismissively. “Make it look good, then we can do what you’ve really come for.”
 
   “Let’s go over the details one final time,” Dune prodded.
 
   “Certainly,” Scar said as he lazily laid back in the sofa. “What’s the password?”
 
   Dune stopped for a moment, not sure how to respond. He needed information from Scar, and he had no access to any kind of password. He reached out with hardened air and made a trap around Scar. He twisted the man until he was upright and moved him in the air slowly twisting him until he stood hovering in the air one foot from Dune’s face. The air cage began to constrict slowly first pressing Scar’s arms to his side, then squeezing him until it was clear he was uncomfortable, but not injured. “I am not here to play games,” Dune said in a fierce voice. “You don’t come in here, lounge on my sofa and tell me what to do. Review the details of the plan or I will crush you and find someone else to replace you.”
 
   Dune turned his back on Scar and began pacing across the room while he left him hanging in the air. With a hint of fear in his voice, but trying to hide it, Scar spoke, “We will be leaving as soon as possible to meet Mordyar’s small advanced force of one thousand at the docking bay. We will bring three hundred slaves, one hundred soldiers and carts of supplies. When we meet them at the shore, you’ll do your thing,” he rolled his eyes around as if trying to wave his hands but they were still tight at his sides, “and then we’ll disappear until the invasion is over.”
 
   Dune walked up to Scar again, still hanging in the air. He lowered the man to his feet, but continued to hold him in a stare. “How much do you know about my ‘thing’?” he asked, hoping the trapped man would give him some kind of clue as to what he was up to.
 
   Scar looked confused for a moment, “Is this some kind of test?” he asked. He reached down to his left arm and pulled up his sleeve showing that he had strength marks as well as the intellect marks on his forehead. “It’s me, I’m no imposter,” he said defensively. “You and the master magician we’re meeting out east are going to make some kind of magic connection between the slaves and the soldiers, then we’ll kill the slaves, adding the power of their marks to Mordyar’s soldiers.”
 
   Dune tried to hide his shock as he faced Scar. Transferring gifts was a rare thing. It naturally occurred only if two people had a strong bond and one of them died while in contact with the other. Most times it happened was when a mother died in child birth and gave her gift to a child. He had never heard of it being duplicated using magic, and the prospects seemed frighteningly daunting. This man talked about killing three hundred men like it was nothing. Before he could respond, Scar continued. “It’s just too bad for you that Melna wasn’t able to bring her daughter.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Dune asked. The mention of Genea made him no longer care if he seemed like he didn’t know what this man was talking about anymore.
 
   “You know, the magician girl. The one that was going to be used to enhance your gift. I guess that’s just too bad for you.” He must have seen the hatred and anger in Dune’s eyes and mistaken it for annoyance, as he quickly added, “But I’m sure you’ll still be able to make things work out. You seem like a very talented magician.”
 
   Dune took a deep breath and tried to remain calm. He wanted to crush this man and then hunt down Melna and Omer, but he knew that was impossible. He needed to calm down and process everything that he had learned. But it seemed like too much to swallow. He raised his hand in the air and released Scar from the invisible cage. “After I meet with Omer we’ll decide on a time to leave. Until then, don’t make contact with me again.” Scar nodded as he backed up to the door and out into the hallway. When the door closed tight, Dune sank down on the sofa. Melna needs to be stopped, the supplies need to be intercepted and the incoming army needs to be destroyed. I can’t be in three places at once! How can I stop this from happening?
 
   Just before midmorning, Trae returned to their room and Dune was seated at a small table that was covered with jewelry and other random objects. “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
   “We’re going to need these,” Dune replied.
 
   “We’re going to need a spoon?” Trae asked with a quizzical look on his face.
 
   Dune glared at him and swept the items off the table and into a bag, there wasn’t time to explain everything now, “Did you learn anything?”
 
   Trae nodded and took a seat next to his friend. “There is a large group of soldiers moving out tomorrow, or maybe the next day. They are delivering supplies, but nobody seems to know where they are going, other than the fact that they are heading east.”
 
   Dune nodded, “That confirms what I was able to learn. We need to go meet with Omer, then we’ll need to talk. Things have gotten very complicated.”
 
   Trae moved to the door and held it open for Dune. “Are you talking forcing-a-tie-breaking-archery-tournament complicated, or fighting-a-group-of-angry-seekers complicated?”
 
   “Saving-the-world complicated,” he said very seriously as he passed into the hallway.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The dining hall was a large room with a dark, wooden table that stretched the length of the room with at least fifty seats around it. While the room was predominantly the natural gray of the stone, it had several decorations that gave it a lived-in feel. Tapestries hung on the walls and a decorative suit of armor was standing in the corner. The floor was adorned with a large central rug, and from the ceiling hung a great chandelier filled with lit candles.
 
   When the two men walked to the table they saw that there was only one place set. “Sorry, Trae, I guess you’ll be eating with the servants.” Trae nodded humbly and softly spoke to the servant who had shown them in. He was directed to an exit at the back of the room.
 
   As Dune was sitting down, Omer entered the room, flanked by two large guards. Dune stood in respect and bowed slightly. 
 
   “Your Excellency, it is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   Omer crossed the large room and inclined his head in return. “The pleasure is mine. Thank you for coming.” Dune nodded. “I trust the accommodations have been to your liking.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you again for the hospitality.”
 
   Omer waved his hand and the soldiers took a step back and some other servants filled the table with an assortment of fruit and meats. Omer picked up a piece of chicken and leaned in close to Dune. “Scar visited you, I presume, and brought you up to speed with everything?”
 
   Dune nodded. “I would like to again apologize for Melna’s failure,” Omer said, making sure to place the blame on the seeker. “We were able to gather three hundred slaves as you requested, but Melna failed to bring her magician here. I know you don’t need money, but is there any other way I can compensate for this loss? I can perhaps gather another hundred slaves for you, or…”
 
   Dune cut him off, “It is of no consequence. You have already upheld your part of the bargain. I will have Mordyar deal with Melna’s shortcomings when he arrives,” Omer sat back in his chair with a satisfied smile. “Is there anything else that needs to be discussed before we depart?”
 
   “Yes, actually,” Omer said in a sort of sheepish tone. “I do have a small concern that has arisen of late. And it actually works in our favor. It has made quite a stir to have a magician in the keep, and this gives me a good excuse.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Dune asked.
 
   Before he could answer, Trae entered the room with the stable master. “Lord Omer, your horses are ready whenever you need them.”
 
   Omer nodded to the stable master and dropped his half-eaten drumstick on the table. “Let’s not waste any time.” Dune rose with his host and they exited the keep to retrieve their mounts.
 
   In front of the keep, five horses were saddled and ready. Five stable boys held the reins and awaited their instructions. Omer was the first to mount and he needed an extra push to help him get on the large warhorse, the other four swung easily into their saddles. Omer kicked his horse into action and almost lost his seat as the animal lunged forward. He then slowed to a trot and was able to maintain some control of the animal. Trae smirked and looked sideways to Dune, but the magician shook his head slightly hoping Trae would stop grinning like a fool at Omer’s ineptitude.
 
   They rode across the drawbridge and out to the east side of the keep. The distance was not great, and the party could have easily walked, but, if there was a more complicated and showy way to do something, nobles couldn’t pass up the opportunity. When they came past the edge of the drawbridge, Scar trotted up next to them and joined with the group.
 
   On the northeastern side of the keep there was a hole in the ground several yards across. It was clear that the hole was burned there as the ground inside the hole was black and steam rose from it. At the edge of the crater, Omer dismounted awkwardly and kicked some snow into it. The snow sizzled and evaporated. “You see, this is my problem. Can you tell me anything about it?”
 
   Dune walked to the edge of the charred circle and looked around the landscape. “It was caused by an enchanted attack of some kind. Do you know where it came from?” Omer pointed to a distant stand of trees. “Only a magician could make an attack from that distance.”
 
   “Are you certain?” Omer asked leaning forward eagerly.
 
   “No. It could have been a powerfully enchanted bow, or arrow. But to have something of that kind of power, your archer would need to have a very good relationship with a strong magician, or circle of magicians, or have a boatload of gold.”
 
   “So it is a magician? Can you tell me anything else?”
 
   Dune crouched down and touched the spot using magic. “The attack was a combination of both fire and ice. This caused an exceptionally powerful explosion when it neared the earth. It also explains why the spot is still smoldering.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Omer asked as he rubbed his chin between his index finger and thumb. “Wouldn’t the ice extinguish the heat from the fire?”
 
   “That’s a common misconception.” Dune explained. “When the magical powers of fire and ice are mixed or charged together, they do not counteract the other like the natural elements. They will continue to feed off each other for years. It is complicated.” Everyone gathered around nodded, though it was clear they did not understand.
 
   “Can you fix this spot?” When it was clear that he didn’t understand the problem, Omer was just interested in having the magician solve it.
 
   “Certainly, but it will take quite a bit of energy and I will need to rest. It will probably delay my departure by a little bit.” While the spell was rather simple to reverse, Dune needed an excuse to stay in the keep to search for Melna and figure out what else he would need to do.
 
   “Anything you need is yours.” Omer tilted his head, and then struggled back onto the horse. “When can you start?”
 
   Dune looked thoughtfully over the gaping hole in the ground for a long moment. “It will take two treatments, one to remove the heat and one to remove the cold and return the soil. I will begin now, and finish tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Scar,” Dune called out. “You leave tonight. I will join with you tomorrow after I get some rest.”
 
   “Yes, Master Magician,” Scar answered with a bow of his head.
 
   “Then I will leave you to it.” Omer and his two guards returned back to the keep, leaving Trae and Dune alone. Dune was used to this: while most people found magic interesting, few wanted to be around when it was performed.
 
   “So what’s really going on?” Trae asked when he felt they were alone. “And who is Scar?” He took another look over his shoulder at the well-built man.
 
   “Scar is a freaky result of experimentation on transferring gifts,” Dune answered with a grin. “He’s also leading a supply train to greet Mordyar’s invading army.”
 
   “What?!” Trae blurted out. “Why did you send him to meet Mordyar?”
 
   “I told you it was complicated,” Dune replied while looking down into the hole.
 
   Trae grabbed his shoulder and turned him around. “You weren’t kidding. So what about Melna?”
 
   “Melna is here. I think a magic display will bring her out of the keep to watch, if only at a distance.” Dune looked back at the crowd who had gathered on the ramparts to watch, but he couldn’t see her at that distance.
 
   “Are we still worried about catching her?” Trae asked, “I think stopping Mordyar is a bit of a priority.”
 
   “They are both priorities,” Dune corrected. “Melna leads the seekers. That means she is one of the leaders of Mordyar’s people here in Denall. But we also need to get word to Sir Theodore and the king, and we need to intercept the real magician who is on his way here.”
 
   “How in the name of the king can we do all four of those things?” Trae asked, throwing his arms in the air. “Any one of those is going to be near impossible on its own. It’s not like we can just grab Melna from a crowd.”
 
   “I was actually hoping that you would try that,” Dune answered.
 
   “What!?” Trae blurted out. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “I’m not kidding.” Dune bent back down and pulled Trae to his knees. He pointed into the magically created hole, pretending he was still analyzing it while he talked in a low voice. “She’s never seen you as Trae,” Dune answered calmly. “In Lexingar you were disguised as that ugly mug Sir Trevor.”
 
   “Right,” Trae responded, glaring at his friend. “I keep forgetting that you transformed me into a grotesque beast that even a mother couldn’t love. Thank you for that.”
 
   “Now that’s a little harsh. I’m sure some mother could have loved you.” Dune replied sarcastically. “Besides,” he added in a reassuring tone. “It could have been much worse; you could have had warts and no teeth.”
 
   “Well I guess there is that to be grateful for.” Trae’s voice was flat and unamused. “So how can I catch her?” Trae unconsciously touched his cheeks, as if checking to see whether he still had his own face.
 
   Dune leaned close to his companion and spoke softly. “I’m sure that word is spreading quickly in the keep that the master magician is doing his magic outside for two days. When I get done here today, I want you to escort me back to my chambers. I’ll lean on you and pretend that I’m completely exhausted.”
 
   “Why?” Trae asked, confused.
 
   “I’ve got a lot of work to get done before we leave the keep. I need some time alone to prepare. As it is I’m worried that we may be outmatched by the circumstances.”
 
   “And while you are supposedly resting in your room, I’m to be out and about, trying to snatch Melna from a crowd. What if she is already suspicious? You’ve drawn quite a crowd. What if she sees your face before we get you safely back to the room? She’ll recognize you.”
 
   Dune exhaled slowly. “I come up with all the solutions and you just seem to throw another problem at me.” Dune began walking around the outside of the burned hole in the ground, from time to time he looked up at the walls of the keep and saw that a small crowd was gathering.
 
   “I just don’t want us to overlook something that could ruin your last-minute, thrown together plan.” 
 
   “I’ll just keep a low profile.” He pulled his hood up and looked to the keep walls again.
 
   Trae looked at him questioningly. “I hate to prove you right by bringing up more problems with your plan, but what about the banquet tonight? You know, the one Omer is throwing for you as the honored guest? Can you get your work done before then, and how are you going to keep a low profile at that little shindig?”
 
   “I’ll say I’m sick.” Dune replied without giving it much thought. “I overexerted myself today, and I need to recover my strength. I’ll have to decline the invitation.” He folded his arms across his chest as if daring Trae to defy his solution.
 
   Trae just stood and shook his head. “The master magician is overexerted from cooling down a charred circle of dirt?” He did not look convinced. 
 
   “They don’t know anything about magic,” Dune said, motioning to the people on the ramparts. He lifted his hands in the air and a brilliant ball of light shot up out of the ground. The people on the walls stepped back or held their hands out to shade the light. Dune then stumbled a little then leaned on Trae. “That should do it. Let’s get back to my room.” As they walked, Dune whispered to his friend. “Just tell them that it was a deep rooted magic, filled with poison.” He waved a hand dismissively, then before continuing he raised his index finger into the air. “But I have contained it, stopped it from spreading and killing all his vineyards, and I’ll finish the job tomorrow.” 
 
   Trae dropped his head into his right hand and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Why do I need to tell anyone?”
 
   Dune smiled, “Because, my dear friend, you are going to go to the banquet in my place.” He slapped Trae on the back and Trae stared back fiercely.
 
   “That is definitely not happening.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The banquet was held on the entire third floor of the keep. All rooms were decorated following the themes of magic and greenery. Large, fresh tree limbs had been brought in with their greenery to adorn the walls and green fabric had been draped in elegant swaths along the ceiling. The décor seemed to have been inspired by the arrival of the ‘master magician,’ as if pretty decorations could help the magician receive the power to make the grass green again.
 
   In the main dining hall an assortment of food filled dozens of tables which lined the walls, and a band of string musicians played elegant dance music. Some nobles danced on the open dance floor while servants walked through the rooms with trays carrying a variety of beverages and pastries.
 
   Trae was standing at the side of the room surrounded by many concerned guests. “It is normal for a magician to need rest after such an exertion. The poison had spread to nearly all of the grounds around the keep.” An audible gasp passed through the group, and one woman placed her hand over her heart and began fanning herself profusely. Her husband placed his arm around her for support.
 
   After the initial shock the questions came: “Are we safe? Did the poison reach the food? How much magic is he doing? Is he going to be able to finish tomorrow?” Trae gritted his teeth and prepared to lie through them while he pictured Dune upstairs in their lavish apartment.
 
   “He is a very powerful magician. Tomorrow will be a difficult day, but I have no doubt that all will be well.” It was at least the twentieth time he had expressed the same sentiment and he needed a short break. “Excuse me for a moment.”
 
   Trae circled the room, nodding and acknowledging many guests as he made his way to the beverage table. As he leaned over to take a flagon of warm cider, he was startled by a soft voice beside him. “I was not expecting to see you again.”
 
   He stood up and turned to face a beautiful noblewoman dressed in a fine silk gown. “Hello Milady,” he bowed deeply, for longer than was necessary, as he tried to remember her. He stood from his bow, upset that his mind was still blank. “I beg your pardon; I don’t remember when we met.”
 
   She smiled slightly; tilting her head to the side and striking a pose that was probably meant to make her look innocent, but Trae could see in her eyes that she was dangerous. “That’s probably because we never did meet. I only recognize you from your voice. Now aren’t you going to ask me to dance?”
 
   Trae furrowed his brow in concentration, “Yes, yes of course. Would you like to dance?” She did not answer, but instead lifted her hand for him to lead her to the center of the room. He cautiously placed his hand on her slender waist and began leading her around the small dance floor. The last time he had danced was when his mother was teaching him in the living room. This was not his living room, and the beautiful woman in his arms was certainly not his mother. He was so nervous that he was sure his hands were sweaty.
 
   At first he concentrated on not stepping on her feet, but after a couple of turns, he fell into the rhythm of their dance. “So when did you hear my voice?”
 
   She pulled him close and his breath caught. When her lips were just inches from his ear she whispered. “You followed me into an abandoned alley in Lexingar.”
 
   Trae nearly tripped. “That was you?” he blurted out.
 
   Her glower silenced him. “Yes,” she answered calmly as she took a small, half step that got them moving to the beat of the music again.
 
   “I was following you to protect you from the seek… from that person who was following you,” he quickly corrected. “I would never have tried to hurt you.”
 
   “That’s what I thought,” she spoke quietly into his ear. “Otherwise you would have joined that other seek… person.” She pulled back and let him spin her around. When she was face to face with him again she smiled smugly at him.
 
   “Well I’m glad to see that you are safe,” Trae said. He kept dancing for a few moments, not sure what else to say.
 
   “Yes, I am very safe here,” she replied curtly. Then after another spin she leaned in close again. “Now let’s get to the point. What are you really doing here?” she asked in a no-nonsense tone. She was a complete mystery to him. She looked and acted like a carefree noble, but her eyes and her facial expressions seemed to tell him there was so much more to what was happening.
 
   Trae looked around the room quickly, but it seemed that nobody was paying attention to them too closely. “I’m just here as an escort to the master magician, to repair the property.”
 
   “That is not the master magician they sent for,” she replied quickly. “Dune is the magician from the archery tournament. You either tell me why you are really here, or I’ll report my suspicions to my father.”
 
   “Your father?” he asked, not sure if he was already supposed to know who she was.
 
   “Oh I forgot, I have not yet introduced myself. I am Pentra, daughter of Omer.”
 
   Trae was silent for a moment as they continued to dance. Although he didn’t say anything, he felt like the room was spinning. What was he going to say to Omer’s daughter? ‘We’re here to kidnap one of your father’s guests,’ that probably wouldn’t go over very well. How about ‘Your father is supporting Mordyar, so we’re going to bring him down,’ He fumbled for something to say. Why had she chosen to dance with him? What had she been doing at the Lexingar tournaments dressed like a commoner? 
 
   Feeling that the conversation was as private as it would get, he took a deep breath and spoke in a whisper. “Lady Pentra, you are right. Dune is not the magician your father sent for.” She looked at him expectantly, obviously not satisfied with that explanation. “Dune will fix the grounds for your father, and we will be off. We mean no harm to this place. We are just here looking for an old friend, Melna.”
 
   “Melna came recently,” she said as they turned on the dance floor. Trae looked over Pentra’s shoulder, trying to see if he could spot her in the crowd. “She keeps to herself for the most part,” Pentra added. “Hasn’t even wanted to meet with my father since she’s been here. If she does come out of her room, perhaps she has some private business she wants to conduct with the master magician.”
 
   “That’s all we’re interested in,” Trae said. “Just conducting business with Melna and then we will be on our way.”
 
   Pentra exhaled slowly, “That is truly too bad.” Her downcast look and sad tone made Trae wonder what she had meant by this response.
 
   “What’s really happening here?” He asked in a whisper he hoped only Pentra could hear. “Is everything okay?”
 
   She gripped his hand in a squeeze for a brief moment, then resumed dancing. “Everything here is just fine,” she replied with an exaggerated smile. Trae looked around the room. Most of the nobles were gathered around Baron Clifton, an honored guest from Lexingar, and longtime friend of Omer, but one man was standing by a table covered with an assortment of mixed greens glaring in Trae’s direction with his arms crossed over his chest. Pentra took the lead for a moment, twisting them so that Trae now had his back to the man. “Don’t take the salad, it’s rather bitter,” she warned, then she squeezed his hand again.
 
   He wasn’t sure exactly what was happening, but it was obvious she was trying to give him some kind of message. 
 
   “Is he a listener?” Trae asked as quietly as he could.
 
   They spun around so Pentra now had her back to the man, “A visor, and he is very good a reading lips. Just keep smiling.”
 
   Trae smiled and made a fake laugh as he kept dancing with her for a moment, not sure how to react. Was this man a bodyguard of some kind? It seemed her father was very over protective. “So what keeps you here in this part of Denall?” Trae asked, trying to make it seem like he was making small talk, but hoping he could make the conversation make sense to him.
 
   “My dear father,” she responded. “I can’t possibly leave his side,” she added with a grin.
 
   Trae could sense that something was going on with Pentra more than just an overprotective father, but he had no way to ask her, and she seemed to be talking in riddles. “If you could go anywhere in all of Denall, where would you visit?” he asked.
 
   “I’d go east,” she said. Then, when her back was to the salad table she quickly added, “Like my father I’m quite a philanthropist. I like to help people who can’t help themselves.” As they finished the turn her fake smile returned to her face. “Perhaps I’d see a caravan or two traveling that direction. That would be fun.”
 
   They danced in silence for a while as Trae tried to figure out what she was trying to tell him. Was she trapped here? Was her mention of the east and the caravan somehow connected to the army that was leaving? Why would she want to go with them? As he tried to puzzle out their communications the music began to slow down, indicating that the song would soon end.
 
   “Perhaps you can help us,” Trae said hopefully, not wanting to leave her looking so sad and helpless.
 
   As the music ended, she glanced over to the man watching them. She snapped her head up and stuck her nose in the air, “I doubt that very much.” Pentra turned and walked away.
 
   He wanted to call out to her, or follow her, but when he took a step in her direction, he was cut off by another noblewoman. “You’re not getting off this dance floor so easily,” she said with a smile.
 
   Trae held her hand and bowed formally. “I would be honored to have this dance,” he said, trying to act as pompous as possible. As they began dancing, he stole glances over her shoulder, watching Pentra. She stayed in the room, and pleasantly talked with the other nobles, smiling politely, but Trae could tell that there was a deep rooted sadness in her demeanor, a sorrow that he was helpless to do anything about.
 
   He finished the dance and bowed politely to his partner. “Thank you for the dance,” he said politely.
 
   “Would you care to dance again?” she asked with a mischievous look in her eyes.
 
   Trae looked quickly around the room for some kind of excuse. “I actually think they are waiting for me,” he lied as he pointed to a group of nobles standing on the edge of the room. “It was a pleasure.” Without waiting for a response, he waved at the small group of men and made his way to them. Through the rest of the evening he met with almost all the guests of the keep. Some were eager to inquire after the master magician, and others wanted to share gossip. One guest caught his attention as she surreptitiously glanced over her shoulder at him. When their eyes met, she immediately turned back to her food.
 
   Though she had not recognized him, he knew exactly who she was. The short, overweight seeker from Lexingar looked just as she had when Trae first met her on the road to the tournaments. Throughout the night he saw her, from time to time, purposefully keeping her distance while trying to hear all that he spoke of the magician. He made extra efforts to keep his story consistent and not give away any part of their travels that would suggest they had been near Lexingar. Fortunately, most nobles did not watch the archery tournaments; they preferred jousting. 
 
   In fact, the jousting tournament seemed to be one of only three general threads of discussion that was being picked up all evening long. He was beginning to tire of the story of the Baron of Tran who had mysteriously gone missing during the jousting tournament, and had not been seen since then. If he had not had so many pressing matters on his mind, he too might have enjoyed speculating about the disappearance of the young man who was third in line for the throne. As it was, he barely registered the whispered conversation one pocket of Dune’s admirers was having about how Baron Clifton’s prestige had sky-rocketed now that he was the only heir to the throne whose whereabouts were known.
 
   When the gathering was nearly over, Trae’s voice was hoarse from talking all evening. After bidding a final farewell to those who remained, he headed for the upper levels of the keep. Walking through the empty hallway, his mind wandered back to the dance with Pentra. He knew that his mission was important and could mean stopping the stone seekers in Denall, but he couldn’t help himself from thinking about her. He knew something wasn’t right, and he felt an insatiable desire to help her.
 
   He walked along the curved ramp that spiraled up next to the outer wall. In spite of its lavish interior, the keep was built to defend against any force that would attack. As he passed the openings, he peered out the tall, narrow arrow slits into the dark blue of the night. He stopped when he reached the southern wall, and placed his hands on the sill. He deeply inhaled the crisp, evening air that smelled cleaner from this height. He stared out into the darkness, knowing that somewhere miles away his parents were at the blacksmith shop. I hope they are safer than I am.
 
   As he stood gazing out the opening, he heard faint footsteps approaching. There was a great deal of traffic in the keep, but for some unknown reason he felt uneasy. When the footsteps came around the corner he turned and found himself face to face with Melna.
 
   “Oh!” she said with a jump. “I didn’t hear you up this way.”
 
   “Hello,” Trae offered his hand in greeting. “I am Trae. What is your name?”
 
   “I am Mel,” she took his hand gently. “I’m glad that we are able to meet, I do some trading in magical items, and I’m always very excited to meet a…”
 
   Before she could finish her thought Trae knocked her over the head with a sturdy punch. She fell into his arms. Trae looked around frantically, making sure nobody had heard the sound, then he picked Melna up like a baby and briskly returned to his quarters. Halfway down the hall he passed an older man who had a bit of a crazy look in his eyes.
 
   “This woman is practically singing,” the man said as he looked at Melna.
 
   Trae nodded politely, not knowing what else to do. “Yes,” he agreed. “My lovely wife does love to sing. But the poor lady is having a dizzy spell so I need to get her back to her room.” Trae kept walking trying to avoid passing anyone else on his way.
 
   When he opened the door to his chamber, he found Dune with his feet up on the furniture, sitting next to a golden bracelet. “So how did the evening go?” he asked as he spun around in his seat. The moment he saw Trae with Melna in his arms he sprang up. “Ah, you’ve done it! I thought we would need to search for her tomorrow, but you’re gone only a few hours and return with the villain I’ve been seeking for more months than I care to think about!”
 
   Sheepishly Trae walked into the room and Dune flung the door shut using magic. “I thought about what you said – snatching her from a crowd. I just thought it was the best chance we would get.”
 
   “Wait, so you knocked her out at the banquet?” Dune asked in surprise, throwing his hands into the air.
 
   “No, it was in the hall after the banquet was over.” Trae set her down on the sofa.
 
   Dune grabbed some rope. He tied her hands together behind her back. “Did anyone see you?”
 
   Trae was pacing anxiously beside the sofa. “A few people passed us in the corridor on the way here, but I just acted like I was trying to be helpful, that she had fainted from exhaustion.” Then, blushing slightly at his slow thinking he admitted, “I blurted out to one of them that she was my wife before I could think of a better story.”
 
   “Your wife?” Dune looked up from his work at Trae. “Take a look at her,” Dune waited as Trae looked over the unconscious woman. Trae shrugged his shoulders, not sure what Dune was getting at. When his patience could stand it no longer Dune blurted out. “Why would someone like you marry this ugly thing?” He pointed down at the large woman.
 
   Trae began to laugh. “So you think I’m attractive?”
 
   “I said you were better looking than her; that’s not saying much.” Dune returned to tying up Melna and Trae resumed his pacing.
 
   “You know,” Trae said as he passed by the couch again. “We might have been a good match back when you changed my face to look like a troll.”
 
   Having finished tying her up, Dune stood up and grabbed Trae by the shoulders. “Would you like me to make that change permanent? You talk about it so much I think you might miss that face.” Dune moved his hands around in a circle, and Trae dropped to the ground and begged him to stop. “Fine, I’ll leave your face. But I don’t want to hear about it again.” Trae nodded as he rose to his feet.
 
   “So what are we going to do?” Trae pointed down at Melna.
 
   “We’ll need to pack our things and expedite our departure,” Dune replied. Trae began racing around the room, throwing clothing into their travel packs, while Dune sat down. “It’s actually a good thing you brought her here, that makes things a little easier.” Trae opened his mouth to protest this sudden change of attitude, but was silenced as Dune continued. “Can you summon our servant and have the horses prepared? Tell them we need to see the hole at night to ensure no special night magic curse is around the site.”
 
   “Is there such a thing as a night curse?” Trae asked looking up from his packing.
 
   “Of course not, what a ridiculous notion.” Dune then turned and smiled at his friend. “But don’t let them in on that secret.”
 
   Trae slung the travel pack over his shoulder and made for the door, but before leaving the room he called back, “You really are a terrible human being, you know that?”
 
   “I’m not the one who knocked an elderly woman out by punching her in the face.” The door shut with a loud slam. When the door was closed, Dune turned to the woman. “No need to pretend that you are asleep anymore.” Her eyes opened and she glared at him. “How long have you been awake?”
 
   “Long enough to know that you and your friend are fools,” she emphasized her words with a click of her tongue. “You will not make it to the outer gate. You have no plan, you have no leverage, and you have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into,” she said angrily. 
 
   “You may be right, but I also know that you have no Han’Or,” he cut her bottle from her sash, “and your master comes quickly. I could raze this castle, find the stone Mordyar is seeking and hide it forever.” He shook the bottle in his hand and he could faintly hear the small amount of elixir against the glass.
 
   Melna fought to keep her eyes on Dune and off the bottle. “So do it then,” she challenged, “Kill all these people; destroy this pitiful place. But if you do, you will be Mordyar’s only target when he comes.” She smiled wickedly.
 
   Dune turned his icy gaze on her. “I don’t need to kill anyone but you.” Dune moved his hands in a circular motion and pressed them out from his body at her. When his arms were outstretched, a small explosion occurred in front of his hands, throwing him to the ground. Melna began laughing as Dune reeled in pain on the ground. She stood and the ropes fell from her as if they had never been tied.
 
   “Was that really your best?” She scoffed as she kicked him in the gut. “The master magician’s not so strong now, is he?” She reached down and slapped him. Dune grunted in pain and rolled over. Melna placed her heavy foot on the middle of his chest and glowered down at him. “This is why my master will triumph when he comes. You fools can’t even see an attack when it is plainly in front of your face. Your pitiful king will be running in circles, still trying to find his tail when he is crushed so quickly he will not even have time to react. Then my master will reign.”
 
   “What about you?” Dune asked from the ground under her heavy foot. “Why would he need you when you’ve already failed to bring Genea here?”
 
   “Well now I have you,” she said with a smile. “Besides, I’m the one he communicates with,” she concluded.
 
   Dune pushed her leg to the side and Melna fell to the ground. While she struggled to get up, Dune smoothly rose to his feet, done pretending her magical protection had injured him. “That’s just about all I need to know.” His voice was solid again, and his face no longer grimaced.
 
   “What are you talking about?” she asked, from her place on the floor. “How did you?”
 
   Before she could answer, Dune reached down and removed a small silver amulet from her neck. Then he created a woven air cage around her. “Let’s just say this much, you’re not the only one who can put on an act.” He pulled the golden bracelet off his wrist and winked at her. “Now what do you have with you?” He cleaned out her pockets and pulled out some magical trinkets, a white pebble that he recognized and finally he pulled a small scroll with Omer’s seal. “What do we have here?”
 
   “You put that back,” she demanded. Ignoring her, he placed it in a pocket of his sleeve. “Now there is only one question left,” Dune said looking down at Melna. “What am I going to do with you? You really think that you and Omer are close allies don’t you? You think that because you both work for Mordyar that you are partners? You are such a fool. You came here to try to kidnap me for your seekers, but did you ever stop to think why he summoned a master magician to the keep? He has his own plans that have nothing to do with you, he is edging you out and working his way in with Mordyar. It doesn’t really matter that you are protected by magic,” Dune said with an offhanded look, “It doesn’t matter that I can’t kill you. Omer’s going to find someone to stab you in the back, like he always does.” 
 
   He reached down and retrieved the elixir bottle and without any questions smashed it on the floor. “No!” she screamed as the last few drops disappeared into the carpet. Despite his desire to kill her, having a body in their room would raise more questions than just having her wandering around losing her mind.
 
   He quickly tied up her hands and feet. “Goodbye Melna.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are you done over there yet?” Kire called.
 
   Kaz looked up from a pile of dusty books and sneezed loudly as he placed another volume on the shelf. “Not yet,” he replied and then he went back to the pile. He had spent every spare minute cleaning and dusting in the basement. There must have been a decade’s worth of dust on the covers of these books, but what he couldn’t understand was that Kire had insisted that every page be dusted very carefully before each book was placed back on the shelves. He gingerly brushed each page clean and then replaced the books on the shelves. 
 
   When he wasn't dusting books, Kire had mind exercises for Kaz. One of the most frustrating tasks Kaz had to perform was fixing things that Kire broke. At first he thought Kire was just excessively clumsy, but then he quickly figured out it was another one of Kire’s training exercises. The older man would break a piece of wood, or a simple wooden toy, then have Kaz put it back together. More recently he had made Kaz repair the toy with his eyes covered. It was a pretty simple exercise until Kire smashed a bowl on the table that broke into dozens of pieces. He left the broken bowl out and insisted that with his training, one day Kaz would be able to assemble the shards of pottery into their original form. Kaz doubted that very much.
 
   “Set that book down and come on upstairs,” Kire called down to Kaz, who anxiously obeyed, happy to be away from the dusty library.
 
   When Kaz reached the top of the stairs, he knocked on the door to the main room. This was another test that Kire conducted daily. Before Kaz was allowed to enter a room, Kire would move a piece of furniture, or add a picture on the wall, or make some other small change to the room. When Kaz knocked, Kire would call out a number, letting Kaz know how many seconds he could keep his eyes open when he entered the room. After counting to the designated number, Kaz would close his eyes and identify what had changed in the room. 
 
   “Three,” Kire called in response to the knock.
 
   Kaz opened the door and quickly scanned the room for anything that was different. His eyes immediately fell on a small, curious box that was sitting on the dining room table. “Box on the table,” Kaz said before his time was up.
 
   “Very nicely done.” Kire's sincere compliment was well earned. The first several days had been very challenging for Kaz and he had had to reopen his eyes many times to try to observe the changes. On one occasion, he had scanned the room six times before noticing that Kire had removed the table from the room completely. “Come over here and take a look at this box.” Kire motioned, and Kaz entered the room at a steady pace, trying to look casual, while still observing everything.
 
   In addition to becoming more observant when Kire was testing him, Kaz had learned to be observant at all times. Kire seemed to find pleasure in setting small traps around the house just to see if Kaz noticed. Once Kaz had finally healed up from his wounds, he had quickly learned to be leery about walking without caution anywhere around the cabin. He had been doused with water, had tripped over a bit of yarn strung low across the room, and had stepped through missing floor boards many times in the past month. He had tried to trick Kire on many occasions using some of those same tactics and was never able to catch him off guard. He seemed to have a constant awareness of everything around him at all times.
 
   “This box has a message for you. You can open it now and get some information, or open it later and get more information. The longer you wait, the more you will learn.”
 
   Kaz reached over and opened the box immediately. He pulled out a small piece of paper and read it out loud, “You didn’t even wait a minute.” Kaz turned to Kire. “How did you know I’d open it right away?”
 
   Kire shrugged, “Because I’ve seen how you act. Now you have learned nothing from this box. You have many great qualities, but patience is something you are sorely lacking. Time for a break. You can start working on dinner.” Kaz exited the small cabin and collected a large assortment of greens from the forest. He had learned which ones were safe to eat, and each day Kire taught him about new plants. All Kaz needed to do was bring in a leaf from any tree, bush, or fern and Kire would tell him about all the uses of the plant. Trying to fool Kire, one night Kaz had slipped two small keenroot leaves into a large bowl of assorted greens, and while eating, Kire had moved them to the side of his plate without even seeming to notice that they were there. It was impossible to fathom how much that man knew.
 
   Although Kaz hated to admit it, he had begun to see the value in intelligence. He actually found himself reading some of the books while he dusted them. He didn’t last long until he was lost or confused, but he found himself changing while he trained at Kire’s cottage. He was gaining a desire to expand what he knew, and expand the use of his gift of sight. He closed his eyes for a moment as he was reaching down to pick up another leaf, and in his mind he tried to picture the leaf he was reaching for, how it moved in the breeze, and how far down the plant he needed to reach to pick off just the leaf, and not the stem. He reached out and snapped it off. When he opened his eyes he had the plant perfectly harvested. Hmmm, not bad.
 
   Returning to the cabin, Kaz knocked. “Two,” came the reply.
 
   Kaz entered, surveyed the room for two seconds, closed his eyes and focused to remember all that he had seen. The chairs, table, walls, and windows. In the past he had tried to remember what he had seen, but it had never come to his memory as clearly as on this occasion. It was as though he could actually see the room while his eyes were closed. He re-scanned the room in his mind, noticing details that he knew he had overlooked in those few seconds.
 
   “Did you need another peek?” Kire asked. This reminded Kaz why his eyes were closed.
 
   “No, I can see everything just as it was. You actually changed three things. The knife on the table is turned to the left, you are wearing your left boot, and there is a shiny object casting some reflection from under the breadbox.” Kaz opened his eyes, expecting to receive praise from Kire, but instead Kire was just standing, smiling from ear to ear.
 
   “Now you're getting the hang of it,” Kire said, as he walked with Kaz to the kitchen.
 
   “It wasn't the same this time,” Kaz said to Kire as he moved around the pantry gathering the food for their meal. “I could actually see everything; I was able to look over the room while my eyes were closed and see all the details that I had not noticed before.”
 
   “That will happen more and more as you practice. By the time you are ready to leave, you might be surprised at all you can do.”
 
   Kaz, seeing this opportunity to talk more openly to Kire, took his chance. “I've been meaning to talk with you about leaving. I am feeling much better now. I think I've learned quite a bit from you, and I'm very grateful for all that you've taught me, but I really feel that I need to get moving to go and save my friends.”
 
   Kire nodded. “Well, then I guess you'd better be off first thing in the morning,” he said, with a level tone, as he sat and sliced a piece of cheese and bread, then placed it on Kaz’s plate. 
 
   Kaz sat down and began eating his dinner, pondering what hidden meaning Kire could have embedded in his response. Not knowing where to begin, he simply asked Kire. “What are you not telling me?”
 
   “That is a good question, and I’ll answer it in just a moment, but first I want to share a story with you.” 
 
   Kaz wondered why he would abruptly start story time, but he reluctantly nodded his head for Kire to begin.
 
   “When I was younger, I began studying about the Stones of Power. I found some legends, read some papers, and searched for even the most obscure references to the stones.”
 
   “I’ve noticed,” Kaz said, gesturing to the basement filled with books. The Stones of Power and the Changing were some of the popular topics.
 
   “There was a time when I wanted to find the stone connected to the rarest gift of all.”
 
   “The Magic Stone?” Kaz asked, now somewhat interested in where this story was going.
 
   Kire shook his head, “No, a different one,” he answered. Kire reached up and rubbed the red spot off his nose. “Kaz there is no gift of enhanced smelling. The sixth gift is a mystery. Nobody knows what it is, and it is never mentioned in any text I have ever read. I searched through everything I could find, and eventually pieced together what I thought was a solid conclusion. I thought the sixth gift or at least the stone for that gift would be found in the House of Tran. I actually thought I’d find both there.”
 
   “The House of Tran?” Kaz asked. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it.
 
   “A wealthy baron over in Kinstock,” Kire answered. “So I went to his home, and offered my services, I worked there, researched their family history, watched and waited. I found nothing in their family history that suggested any gifts other than strength. When the baron’s wife became pregnant I felt like my searching would have an end with the baron’s child. When the baby came, the baron’s wife died and the child was a level five strongarm. I was so frustrated. I felt like I had wasted years of my life and my search came to a dead end. Shortly after that time I left and returned to my books and studies.”
 
   “Did you ever find what the sixth gift was?”
 
   “No, and that is the point I’m trying to make, Kaz. Sometimes we feel so strongly about moving in one direction, only to have things change on us and we don’t know why. Perhaps you came to Omer’s Keep with one objective in mind, and whatever the outcome will be, if you feel that is what you need to do, you should do it. But you should also be open and flexible, because I think life has a couple of twists in mind for you.”
 
   Kaz looked skeptically at Kire, “What do you think I need so I can be flexible when I get to Omer’s Keep?”
 
   Kire picked up a thin stick from next to the table and began to bend the green wood back and forth, methodically breaking it into five pieces, the fresh fibers sometimes peeling away, creating uneven breaks in the wood. He placed each successive piece next to the previous one on the table, and then laid them side by side in his open palm when he was finished breaking the stick apart. He held the pieces out for Kaz to see for a moment, then tossed them in the air. They clattered back to the table and rolled in different directions to the four edges of the table before coming to a halt just before rolling off. “Close your eyes,” he said. Kaz groaned a little but complied. “Now put it back together.”
 
   Kaz thought back to the leaf outside, and then the experience with the living room. He tried to picture the whole stick in his mind and replay what had happened to each piece. As if watching it again in his mind, Kaz was able to use the Sight Stone to bring to his memory the dismantling of the wood. He saw where each piece came from, where it had gone when tossed into the air, and where it was now located. He was able to reach out and quickly take each piece of the wood in the order it had been taken from the original stick, and place it back together. He slowly opened his eyes and saw Kire smiling satisfactorily.
 
   “What you just did to see the room when your eyes were closed, and the way you could picture the wood after it was broken, is a special ability connected to your gift. Because you have the sight mark and the Sight Stone, you can magnify your gift to bring back to your sight things that you have seen.”
 
   While this idea began to sink in, Kaz was somewhat skeptical. “What kinds of things?”
 
   “With practice, I think you will be able to bring back just about everything that you have ever seen, but that is just a theory that I have.”
 
   Kaz had a sudden flash of understanding. “So that is why you have me dusting your books page by page.” Kire nodded. “But I can't possibly remember what I've seen in those books…”
 
   “Perhaps,” Kire responded in his cryptic way.
 
   “Do you think I will be able to recall everything I have seen before?
 
   Kire just smiled.
 
   “Your gift is much stronger than you realize, and you are just starting to tap into the possibilities of what you can do. If you stay for two more weeks, I will help you solve the puzzle of freeing your friends from Omer, and I will go with you.”
 
   Kaz knew that he could not storm the keep by himself. He also knew that Kire had an answer to every question -- he seemed to simply think about things and solutions presented themselves. With Kire on his side, Kaz felt confident that he could do just about anything. He just hoped that waiting would not put his friends into any unnecessary or added danger.
 
   During the next two weeks, Kaz continued to dust each page of the hundreds of books in Kire's library and tried to remember how the broken bowl looked when Kire first smashed it. Then he realized he needed to play through the entire act of it having been broken. He replayed where each piece had gone as it fell away from the intact bowl, and realized he knew how to reassemble it. 
 
   Once he had mastered that task, he began to be able to recall things he had seen in the pages of the books. At first, just a word or two, but then entire passages. As he developed his gift of sight, he was able to see things without taking as much time. Within a moment of entering a room, before he could even count to one, he could close his eyes and answer any number of questions about the objects in the room. 
 
   Kire also helped Kaz work on recalling previous events -- he thought back to what he had seen at the keep, what he remembered seeing of Omer, and then, though he was not eager to replay even a moment of the night his friends had been killed, Kire urged him to look back at that as well. That was when he had the most amazing breakthrough of all.
 
   He watched the patrolmen enter the firelight, watched the battle unfold, watched again as Samel was struck down, watched P run into the woods, watched as the last of the Hess men had been struck down before P had circled back, and saw again how the patrol leader’s skull had given way when he had brought the club down on him to save P’s life. 
 
   He almost couldn’t bear to continue, but he watched as Seed’s life slipped away from him, and how he and P had stood together, resolved to go to save Dirt and Smudge. That was when he saw it. Movement. How had he not noticed it before? Someone on the ground had moved ever so slightly. He replayed the memory of scanning the battle scene one more time and realized there had been not one, but two people still alive. Looking back now, he could see two chests rising and falling, their faces obscured from Kaz’s vantage point. Who were they? He replayed the battle again, trying to remember who had fallen where. 
 
   “Digger and Asher!” Kaz cried out, startling Kire. 
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “Digger and Asher – they weren’t dead!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   At the stables, Dune climbed into the saddle and dug in his heels. His dark stallion leapt into action. Trae pushed his horse to catch up. “What’s going on?”
 
   Dune kept his horse at a walk until they passed the front gate. Several yards past the gate, he pulled his horse to a stop. 
 
   “What about the crater in their yard?” Trae asked when he came to a halt next to his friend.
 
   “Right, I need to take care of that.” Dune waved his right hand and held it out in the direction of the east side of the building. “Done. Anything else we need?” 
 
   Trae smirked and shook his head as they continued to trot down the road.
 
   When they had gone a safe distance, Dune pulled off the road and quickly dismounted. “Put this on.” He tossed a long magician’s cape to Trae.
 
   Trae struggled to put it on as its color seemed to be changing. “What is this?”
 
   “It’s a magician’s robe,” Dune replied. Then, seeing Trae’s scowl, he added, “To keep us hidden. It’s good for hiding, but doesn’t provide as much protection as other robes.” Dune had a matching robe of similar material. He was visible when he moved, but when he stood still it was as though his body disappeared, blending perfectly into the woods. “Please hurry, there isn’t much time.”
 
   “Why do we need to keep hidden? What happened with Melna?” Trae asked, pointing back to the keep. “I thought we were just leaving early. You’re acting like we’re fleeing for our lives.”
 
   “When haven’t we been running for our lives?” Dune asked with a flat look.
 
   “That’s a good point,” Trae conceded, “so what happened with Melna?”
 
   “Concerned about your wife are you?” Dune began to smirk, but he saw that Trae was not in the mood to joke. “I left Melna in our room, she’s tied up and I destroyed her Han’Or. With any luck she’ll be going crazy within a couple of days. The important thing is that the supply line is for Mordyar’s army.”
 
   “The supplies that Scar is delivering?”
 
   “Yes,” Dune began, “he’s also working closely with a magician who will help to lead the group.”
 
   Trae looked over at Dune, “So you need to catch up with the supply train.”
 
   “Yes,” Dune said in frustration, “but I also need to intercept the evil magician who is coming this way,”
 
   “How are you going to do…” Trae looked down at the magician’s robe he was wearing and began to shake his head, but before he could finish the thought, Dune was waving his hands in a familiar way. 
 
   Trae looked down at his horse, which was now black to match Dune’s animal. “Do I really need to be you? This really is a new kind of low for me.” he complained. 
 
   “I think you’re very attractive,” Dune countered. “Now stop whining or I’ll make you a woman. Do you want Melna’s face? That would be fun.”
 
   Ignoring Dune’s threat, he looked at his hands and saw that there were five magic marks, and his skin was a darker shade. “You do know I can’t do magic, right? How am I going to be you?”
 
   Dune pulled out a small sack filled with the items from the table he had been working on enchanting. “The bracelet is a guard against magic attacks, this ring will make a bright light when you squeeze your fist tight, the spoon will levitate small pieces of food, and this,” he said, placing an iron bracelet sized ring in Trae’s hand, “will glow bright yellow if it is near a person who is telling a lie…”
 
   “Levitate food?” Trae asked in shock. “Why would I need to levitate food?”
 
   Dune pushed the bag into Trae’s hands. “You need to convince them you are a magician, doing little things like that will help. Just act like me until I can find that other magician, and then I’ll meet up with you on the road.”
 
   Trae wanted to make a smart remark about how he was going to act like a buffoon, but there wasn’t time. “What if they need me to do something with powerful magic? I can’t just fake that sort of thing.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” Dune replied, “Besides, I won’t be gone long.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before,” Trae countered, as he held up the large ring Dune had given him. “I thought this was supposed to glow when you told a lie.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Melna rubbed her head and rolled painfully onto her knees. That boy is going to pay! She reached down and touched the broken bottle that had contained her Han’Or, and used the glass to cut through the ropes that bound her hands together. When she was free to get up, she angrily threw what was left of her Han’Or bottle against the wall. The exertion sent pains to her head. Cradling her head in her hands she rose slowly to her feet, and using the wall for support, made her way down the hall. She moved slowly through the corridor, down two flights of stairs.
 
   The keep was quiet in these halls, as most of the guests had finally retired for the evening, having danced and drunk themselves into a stupor at the banquet. She passed by one trio of inebriated young nobles, laughing ridiculously as one of the group pretended to be the great master magician. Just the thought of that magician made her grit her teeth tightly and she released a low growl from deep in her throat. He had poisoned their Han’Or supply, and now he was at Omer’s Keep. She needed to find out what he knew and then kill him, and his strongarm friend. But first she needed to recruit some help. 
 
   She pressed open the door to her chamber and practically fell into the arms of the awaiting seekers. Her daughter, Loana, cleared a space for her and helped lower her down to sitting. “What did you learn from him?”
 
   Melna glared up at her, then looked defiantly at the other gathered seekers. “He was ready for me. They set a trap and now they are gone.”
 
   “What?” Loana practically shouted. “You had protection. How could they?”
 
   The older woman did not answer, but instead took a long, slow drink of water and tried to recover. Thinking about the past would not help solve the current predicament. She needed a strong group to go after the magician, and she needed replacement Han’Or. As she looked around the room at the gathered seekers she did a quick assessment of these last seekers remaining in all of Denall. Franklin was strong and fast, probably the best on a horse. Keal was getting older, but still reliable with a short staff. Owen was strong as an ox and very useful in a fight, and the young couple, Jin and Drake, had been seekers for the shortest amount of time, they both had good bow skills, they were skilled trackers, and were very loyal to each other. Then there was Loana. She hated that the seekers had dwindled down to this, and she hated even more that they would need to get smaller still.
 
   Melna rose to her feet, and beckoned to Loana to come close. “They have a very powerful and very clever magician. I underestimated them, and I will not do it again.” As if an afterthought, Melna pointed to the dagger at Loana’s side. “Can I see that for a moment?”
 
   Without thinking, Loana handed it to her mother. Melna held it in her hand and examined it closely. It looked nondescript, with a simple wooden handle and what looked like a dull blade, but it was enchanted so it would never dull, and it provided the person who wore it with some moderate physical protection. “Thank you,” the older woman said, as she turned and without hesitation plunged the dagger into Loana’s heart.
 
   Loana’s eyes went wide with pain and confusion, then they glossed over and she fell forward, slumping onto Melna’s shoulder. Melna reached down and sliced Loana’s bottle of Han’Or from her belt, then let the younger woman fall to the ground.
 
   Without giving Loana another thought, she looked to the other seekers. “We cannot be slowed down on our next mission.” They all nodded fervently, but did not speak. “Franklin,” He stepped forward and stood at attention awaiting his orders. It was nice to see them showing a little more respect. Since the loss of the supply of Han’Or they had been starting to grumble. “Get our horses ready. Load up the spare horse with supplies for a long journey.”
 
   Franklin bowed deeply, then quickly ducked out of the room, being sure to stay out of Melna’s reach. She liked having people obey her exactly without question. Perhaps I should have killed Loana sooner. “Keal, retrieve our weapons from the barracks, meet us by the stables. Owen, Jin and Drake, pack our things.”
 
   Owen left the room and the remaining three seekers scurried around the room throwing clothing into saddle bags. Melna reached down and touched Loana’s corpse. She quickly pulled off a necklace that had been enchanted to provide some enhanced healing, and placed it over her neck. She immediately felt her headache leaving, but it left her somewhat weak as the energy to heal came from her own body. After some rest she would be fully recuperated.
 
   Melna turned her back on the other seekers and turned her attention to Loana. Although they had been friends with Loana and they might all want, in some way or another, to see Melna dead. Her magic protection was more than sufficient to keep them at bay. She pulled Loana’s hand and removed two rings, one that gave off a faint sound when she was in danger of a magical attack, and a second that dispelled magicians’ magic. She placed them on herself and dropped Loana’s hand to the ground. She also removed the case for the short dagger that she still held in her hand. She wiped clean the blade on her daughter’s dress and placed it at her waist. After the body was cleaned of anything useful Owen stepped up. 
 
   “What would you like us to do with the body?”
 
   Melna looked up and saw the three seekers ready to get moving. “Nothing. We’ll let Omer take care of it. We need to get moving.”
 
   She pushed open the door and walked out into the hall, moving toward the stables. Although her legs were somewhat weak, and she wanted to lean against the wall for support, or at least have a cane or walking stick, she walked in the middle of the long corridor with her back straight and her chin up. She would not show any kind of weakness.
 
   When they reached the stables Franklin was ready with the horses and Owen was walking to them with his arms full. Jin and Drake jogged to meet him, relieving him of some weapons so they could quickly join with the group. With their weapons strapped to their horses and the supplies loaded, Melna led the group out into the night.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   From behind them on the road Dune heard a loud shout. “There they are!” Melna called from behind. “Stop them!”
 
   Trae and Dune kicked their horses into a gallop and charged away down the road. “I thought she was tied up, and out of Han’Or!” Trae shouted over the pounding hooves.
 
   “She was,” Dune responded, “it looks like she has some friends left. But she’s not our biggest concern right now. I need to intercept the magician who is coming this way, and you need to go with Scar and the soldiers and slaves.”
 
   “Right,” Trae responded. “There has never been another time in my life when being chased by a psychopathic woman wasn’t my biggest problem,” he called out sarcastically.
 
   “We’ll talk about your dating life later, right now we need to split up,” Dune shouted back with a grin. He reached behind him and threw up some dirt that disrupted the soil and made the chasing seekers slow down. As they passed around a corner and out of their sight, he got off his horse and handed the reins to Trae. “I’ll lead them north. I know someone who lives near here who might be able to help. You take the horses and catch the supply train. Go!”
 
   Trae kicked his horse into action, charging ahead and leaving Dune behind, standing in the middle of the road. He knew Dune would be able to lead the group away, but he urged the horses to move more quickly so he could get as much space between them as possible. If they came within sight of him again, they would chase him down thinking he was Dune. He kept charging down the road until it came to the first crossroad, and then he turned right, heading east to catch up with the supplies.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dune knocked loudly on the small cabin door. He waited and then heard, “Four.” Dune pushed the door open and looked around the room while counting to four.
 
   After the count, Dune closed his eyes. “I see you have a new student, and you look much older than when I last saw you.” He scraped the snow off his boots, crossed the room and greeted Kire with a hug.
 
   “Those two observations are connected you know,” Kire said. “Each apprentice gives me more gray hair.” He motioned for Dune to take a seat in the kitchen, and Dune followed the older man to the table.
 
   “It’s good to see you again,” Dune responded with a smile. “A lot has changed since we last spoke.”
 
   Kire nodded. “I know,” he responded. “After we separated, I kept passing seekers on the road, and I noticed that they were headed in one of two directions. Most were going to Lexingar, but a handful were coming north—to Omer’s Keep. There is an awful lot going on there these days. With the seekers, the slaves and the attack.”
 
   “Wait a minute? You know about all of that?” Dune knew that the older man lived in Omer’s realm, but it was surprising that he had figured out so much. “Did you know that he has been experimenting on slaves?”
 
   “What?” Kire asked in confusion.
 
   Dune nodded. “He has found a way to transfer gifts. I saw a man who was a level three intellect and a level three strongarm. He told me he gained the marks by some kind of magic that involved killing slaves.”
 
   Kire slammed his fists down on the table. “I knew something was going on with Omer! I tried to tell the King’s Guard about the slave village over two years ago and they ignored me, so I told a friend who is an informant for them almost a year ago and still they haven’t done anything.” He shook his head. He looked about as angry as Dune had ever seen him as he spoke.
 
   “Unfortunately, that’s not the most pressing issue right now,” Dune said. “I really need your help.”
 
   “I knew this was not a social call,” Kire said, getting right to the point. “Do you have time to stay for some mint tea?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Dune replied as he remained standing by the door. “There are some very serious, pressing issues.”
 
   “With you there are always serious, pressing issues,” Kire responded. “Please sit down for a minute while I enjoy some tea.” Dune poured two cups of tea and sat down pushing one across the table.
 
   “How did you meet Kaz?” Kire asked as Dune reluctantly took a seat and placed his hands around the warm mug.
 
   Dune sat for a moment trying to place the name. “The boy from the archery tournament?” he finally concluded after searching his memories. “How do you know him? How could you possibly know we’ve met?”
 
   Kire stirred his tea with a spoon. “He’s my new student. He’s downstairs dusting books right now. The rings you gave him, they have your signature blue and red glow to them, like the set you gave me.”
 
   Dune held the warm cup in his hands, letting the heat penetrate into his cold fingers. It was early spring, and although he tried to act like he wasn’t affected by the cold, it was always nice to get warmed up. “I see you’re not wearing the nose mark. Did he figure out that you’re not a hound?” Dune asked pointing at Kire’s nose.
 
   “I told him,” Kire admitted with a shake of his head. “He’s not the most observant person,” he added. “But he is quite a remarkable youth.”
 
   Dune did not like the look in Kire’s eyes. “What do you mean remarkable?”
 
   “Well, for starters, in some ways he grows in leaps and bounds, much faster than any other apprentice I have ever had.” He grinned at Dune’s mock offended look. “But, he is altogether too impulsive.”
 
   “Compared to you, everyone in Denall is impulsive,” Dune joked. He took a long drink of the tea that warmed his whole body. He couldn’t help but release an audible sigh.
 
   “While that may be true, he can’t afford to be for much longer.” The older man stopped what he was saying and looked seriously at his friend before continuing. “Dune, he carries the Sight Stone.” Dune’s jaw dropped. “I think that’s why your paths have crossed. The stones are gathering.” 
 
   He looked south, back in the direction he had come from. “Trae and I just came from Omer’s Keep following a seeker; they claim to have a stone secured there.”
 
   Kire nodded. “Sadly what they claim is true, they have the Hearing Stone.” He slowly sipped his tea, draining the cup. “Would you like some more?”
 
   “Perhaps.” Dune was still tapping his finger on the table. “I’m just amazed. Within the keep we had the Strength Stone, the Magic Stone and the Hearing Stone and now you are telling me that there are two more Stones of Power in this cottage. That is five of the six stones practically on top of each other.”
 
   “The prophecies are being fulfilled. It won’t be long before the Changing.” Dune did not like the look of fear he saw in his mentor’s eyes. He looked as if this meant the death of every citizen of Denall. 
 
   Dune looked Kire directly in the eyes for a long moment before speaking. “What do you know of the sixth stone?” 
 
   “I know that magicians invented the fake nose mark to protect themselves from being kidnapped and put into slavery. Before they used this false mark, none of their women could ever leave the desert. But you already know your people’s history. I know that they actively destroyed any records that told of the real sixth gift in order to allow them to live normal lives. I know as much about the real sixth stone as you do.” He took a sip from his cup. “It is connected to the sixth gift and it is the mark that Mordyar does not have. I was hoping that you would know more about it. You were raised in the Coffal Desert.”
 
   “That knowledge is lost to our people,” Dune paused, “probably destroyed by our people for a good reason.” Then he turned to Kire. “We’ll add that to your list: figure out what the sixth gift is, find the final stone, and learn how it can be used to stop Mordyar.”
 
   “That’s been on my list for several decades,” Kire replied. “But I think that gift is trying hard to stay a secret. I just hope it can stay a secret from the seekers.”
 
   “Speaking of seekers, I have evidence that Omer is working with the seekers to help Mordyar invade Denall.” Dune held out the scroll he had taken from Melna.
 
   Kire read it slowly, “Any true follower, is welcome to find shelter in my home.” He looked down at the piece of paper for a moment then threw it down on his table. “Omer was wise to be so vague, this scroll doesn’t tell us anything that we didn’t already know, and it isn’t enough to prove he’s fighting against Denall,” Kire said in frustration.
 
   “What can we do?” Dune asked his mentor anxiously.
 
   He paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “I’m not sure if he’s ready, but Kaz and I need to get moving.”
 
   “Get moving where? I haven’t even told you what I need your help with.”
 
   “It is pretty obvious. You need me to go take care of Omer and stop the slave experimentation. Am I right?”
 
   Dune shrugged, “Sort of. I need to go two different directions, maybe three.”
 
   “Explain,” Kire said as he took another sip from his mug.
 
   “Trae is posing as a magician working for Omer who is traveling with the supplies to meet Mordyar’s army. I need to intercept the real magician and make sure he doesn’t get to Omer’s Keep. So I need to keep my distance from the keep at all cost.”
 
   “Going to Omer’s Keep has always been part of Kaz’s plans,” Kire said. “He wants to go back to Omer’s Keep and free some of his friends who are captive there. I’m going to go with him. Once we’ve overthrown Omer, I’ll see that a message is sent to the King’s Guard. Perhaps they’ll listen this time,” he added with a roll of his eyes.
 
   “You make overthrowing the most powerful baron in Denall sound like it’s not a problem at all.”
 
   “Well he’s really not very clever,” Kire concluded, tapping his head. “And I have a plan that is almost certain to work, I will need some magical supplies if you have some handy.”
 
   “I don’t have much with me right now,” he answered slowly. He handed Kire his magical sound-dampening rope, and a small black stone.
 
   Kire sat for a moment looking up into the air as if doing calculations, then he looked back down at Dune. “These will do nicely. Thank you. Now what about the third direction you need to go?” Kire asked skeptically.
 
   “The head seeker is not too far behind me.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say that to begin with?” Kire demanded. “We’re sitting here drinking tea!”
 
   Kire darted across the room and looked out his window. Dune stood up and grabbed his staff. “We have at least an hour before she catches up to me,” he said in his defense. “That was the other thing I wanted you to take care of for me. I was hoping you could distract or divert Melna. But with another Stone of Power here, and Kaz…”
 
   “Melna?” Kire said with a shocked look. “Melna is coming here? And she is the leader of the seekers?” He placed his head in his hands for a moment in concentration.
 
   “Yes,” Dune answered in confusion. “Do you know her?”
 
   “We’ve met,” he said with a hint of distain in his voice. “There’s no time for that now,” Kire answered as he grabbed his travel coat and looked to the door that led to the basement. “We’ll hide down there, but you need to leave and she cannot come here.” Dune was beginning to be frightened by Kire’s reaction. In all his interactions with the older man he always seemed to have some kind of controlled plan, and now he was panicked. 
 
   “Why don’t we just make a stand against them? With the three of us here in the cabin, we can definitely take out half a dozen seekers.”
 
   Kire shook his head, “Have you ever tried to kill Melna?” he asked.
 
   Dune nodded. “Yes actually, a couple of times.”
 
   “It hasn’t worked yet, and it won’t work,” Kire concluded. “She has an enchantment on her that gives her strange protections. You can’t kill her if you know her name, if you recognize her as a seeker, or if she is looking you in the eye.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Dune said with dismay, “and I’m a magician! Are you sure?”
 
   “Certain,” Kire said with a distant look. “I was there when it happened. Besides, she is also very clever. I’m going to hide in the basement. You get them away from here as quickly as possible. Don’t let her come anywhere near this cabin.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Accompanied by her ‘bodyguard,’ Trinac, Pentra smiled and inclined her head slightly as she passed by some guards and nobles who were visiting the keep. Although she did give the customary signs of respect, she did not stop to speak with any of the guests as she had been summoned to speak with the master of the house, and Trinac had said it was urgent.
 
   Entering Lord Omer's quarters, she was intercepted by a guard. “Trinac, you may enter. Lady Pentra, you will be seated.” he said in a thick accent. It was clear from his size that he was a strongarm, and his accent and long, red, braided beard, told her that he had come from the Eastern Mountains. She inclined her head and gracefully took her seat on a padded wooden bench to wait. 
 
   During her time in the castle, she had been almost constantly reminded of her inferior position. She was not used to being commanded by small-minded guards or being deliberately put off for hours before being afforded the honor of speaking with Lord Omer. While she waited, she had become intimately familiar with the entry room of his quarters. The small room had a bearskin rug on the floor and each wall depicted a brave warrior hunting some ferocious wild beast. The pictures were obviously trying to show some of the conquests that Omer boasted of, but she knew the truth -- he had rarely left the safety of this keep. Although he was a strongarm, he was more interested in political maneuvering than battle. 
 
   While looking at the picture of a man dressed in dark armor standing over a large sea squid Pentra couldn't help but let an audible exasperated sigh escape her lips. Omer must have felt that the visit was urgent as she was only forced to wait half an hour before his scribe came to the door and beckoned her to enter.
 
   In the main chamber Omer was seated behind a large, oak table with Bendar sitting to his right. The large room was empty of furnishings except a large, framed picture of a knight in dark armor that hung on the wall behind the table. Omer was dressed in his armor, as usual, but without his helmet. He must have felt very confident with only his scribe, one guard, and his advisor present. 
 
   Pentra strode into the room confidently and curtsied. “You summoned me, my Lord,” she said the words with a respectful tone, but it galled her to speak in this manner. She would rather be jumping over that table, plunging a knife into his cocky, smiling face.
 
   “Yes, my daughter. I am so glad that you are here.” With a motion toward his guard, the man by the side of the room went into the adjacent chamber and brought in a slave from Hess. Pentra had never met this man before, but it still pained her to see him cowering with terror etched on every feature of his dirty face. “This man says that he can identify you as the leader of the slave rebellion.”
 
   “Father, leave him out of this,” she said.
 
   “But I can't. Anyone who would accuse you of such treachery must be brought to justice.” Then Omer motioned for the guard. “Place him in the lowest level of the dungeon; that is his new home.”
 
   “He's done nothing wrong. I was behind the rebellion!” Pentra moved forward one step and everyone in the room visibly tensed. It brought her satisfaction to know that they were still cautiously fearful of her, but she also knew that she was powerless.
 
   “Are you making another attack on me?” Omer asked.
 
   “Of course not. I would never do that,” Pentra said in as humble a tone as she could muster.
 
   “It looked like you were attacking me again,” Omer said, this time raising the volume in his voice as he rose to his feet.
 
   “No, not at all… I am sorry I approached you, sire. Please have mercy on this man. Punish me -- not him. He's done nothing wrong.” Pentra's pleading fell on deaf ears. Omer glared as he stood towering over her. 
 
   “I didn't realize he was so important to you. I've changed my mind. Execute the dirty devil.” He motioned dismissively to his guard to be away with his charge. 
 
   Pentra fought back tears of anger as she turned away from the innocent man. She glanced at Bendar and thought for a brief moment that she could see in his eyes the same pain and sorrow that she felt each time another innocent slave was murdered. During her time in the keep she had seen some glimpses of humanity from the intellect, but she had also seen many moments of stoic emotionlessness. Pentra looked at the floor and asked, “Why do you keep summoning me?” Her shoulders were slumped and she stood completely crestfallen and helpless.
 
   “Don't you understand?” Omer began as he circled to the front of the table. “I'm doing this for your own good. This is to help you learn a valuable lesson.” Omer approached and stood nose to nose with Pentra, staring right into her eyes. “You are powerless to stop me. You belong to me.” Then Omer pulled a polished black stone from beneath a fold in his armor and held it up so Pentra could see. “I will stop bringing in those traitorous slaves, and I will return this to you if you will stop lying to me.” He stood up and slammed his hands down on the desk. “Where is the magician who attacked me?”
 
   Pentra met Omer's eyes with a look of complete defeat. “I don't know about any magician”
 
   “You are hiding something from me, and you’d better fess up about it! Nobody attacks my keep and gets away with it, especially if they think they can blast me with magic!” His face was getting red as he shouted at her.
 
   “I'm not hiding anyone from you. I came here with a handful of slaves from Hess to get my personal revenge by killing you. They are all dead, and I am a prisoner here. Please, stop punishing the ones who are still alive.” Although she gave her best performance as a defeated and humble captive, in her heart she was still planning her next move to kill Omer, and, if possible, escape. The only thing keeping him alive right now was his diabolical decree that twenty slaves would die if she made any suspicious moves, including trying to escape. She was completely at his mercy.
 
   “There is a magician who attacked this keep, and you will tell me who he is and where he is hiding. You know, I think that perhaps I don’t seem serious enough to you. I think I need to make this a more serious matter.” He looked up to Trinac, who was standing near the door. “Could you please bring me the little brat from the dungeons they call Smudge?”
 
   “No!” Pentra screamed. She simply couldn’t bear to watch him harm her young friend. Her mind was racing. What could she tell Omer that would not endanger either Kaz or Smudge? “An arrow!” She declared.
 
   “Excuse me?” Omer asked, holding up a hand to stop Trinac from leaving.
 
   “It wasn’t a magician. It was a magical arrow. I – I had tried to recruit an assassin after the tournaments in Lexingar. I tried to pay someone to come with me to assassinate you. No one would take the job though, so I stole a magical iron ash bow and a magical, black feathered arrow from a boy who had placed in the archery tournament.”
 
   Almost inaudibly, but still noticeable to Pentra’s highly sensitive ears, Bendar whispered Kaz’s name. He recovered quickly and stood stoically, as though only vaguely interested in the conversation.
 
   “I tried to use the bow to kill you, but I couldn’t control its power, and I hit your advisors instead. Later that night I used the magical arrow. I was trying to hit the keep, but again I couldn’t control the bow. I threw it away.”
 
   “That is a very interesting story. What do you think, Bendar?” 
 
   “I think it is plausible. I have heard of just such a weapon. I have even seen it. It was in the caravan that was heading to Lexingar for the tournament season.”
 
   “What of the powerful magic the master magician spoke of?”
 
   “I think we have some inquiries to make.”
 
   Omer nodded, then scratched his chin for a moment as he looked at Pentra.
 
   “We will look into this story you have spun for us, my dear. I think that in the meantime, what you need to be thinking about is your upcoming marriage.”
 
   “Marriage?” she asked, confused. She felt that this would be coming from him, but didn’t anticipate it being prepared so quickly.
 
   “Yes,” Omer confirmed. “I thought that the house of Tran was a good match, but my mind has been changed on that matter.” Pentra was happy for this pronouncement; she wasn’t fond of the pampered Mylot of Tran who paraded around at the tournaments like he ruled the event. “Baron Clifton from Lexingar is the next in line for the throne. He’s older than the king, so he’s likely not going to become the next ruler, but he does have pull with the king, and he oversees one of the largest baronies in the nation.”
 
   Pentra was surprised and a little confused. “Does he have any children?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Omer answered, “but his wife of thirty years just passed away, and during his last visit, he mentioned that he has been very lonely without a companion.” Pentra cringed at the thought of being married to such an old man, but the alternative was the death of the slaves, and perhaps if she was out of his household she could use her husband’s place of power to bring her father down.
 
   Seeming to sense Pentra’s line of reasoning, Omer smiled wickedly. “And he is a good friend of mine. He trusts me completely, more than he would his eccentric flake of a wife.” 
 
   Omer dismissed his daughter with an offhanded wave and turned his attention back to Bendar. “Tonight we are having a ball, and you will be me…” 
 
   Pentra did not hear anything else that was said as she was escorted back out to the waiting room. While making her way back down the hall, she was rethinking all the escape plans that she had created. None of the escape plans would make it possible for her to kill Omer, and none of her plans to kill Omer left any chance of escaping. With the prospect of an engagement, she didn’t know how much time she had. The keep was designed to keep people out, but it was working equally well to barricade her inside. What gave her a glimmer of hope was the reaction of the advisor, Bendar. Why did he stay if he was so appalled by Omer's cruelty? Perhaps he could be an ally when she decided to make her move against her father.
 
   Despite the need to sit down and think, Pentra did not have any time. When she returned to her quarters, she found an invitation to the ball. For the other guests of the keep it was an invitation; to her it was a summons. In her dressing room she found a dress laid out for her to wear. One of the most challenging parts of being a prisoner here was the constant lies that she had to live. She smiled, bowed, and spoke lovingly about her father at each banquet. This must have been the reason for their meeting today; he wanted her to remember that any false move meant the deaths of innocent men. He realized quickly that deprivation and threats did not motivate Pentra, but she had a soft spot for innocent people, and knowing this, Omer had exploited what he considered a weakness in her in order to beat her into submission.
 
   Pentra moved to the back wall of her small room and tapped the wall six times. As she dressed, she waited for a response. Although she did stay away from Brooklyn as instructed, she was still able to get some messages to her friend, and it made her feel better just knowing that she had someone who was on her side inside this prison of a keep.
 
   After a short time waiting, she tapped again. It was the middle of the day and Brooklyn was rarely in her room except at night, but she wanted to check with her friend before she did something rash. Still no response.
 
   Pentra grit her teeth, and straightened her dress with more force than was needed, and she started to pace the room. She had formulated the beginning of a plan to get the slaves out of Hess and have them travel as a group to Norwell. In all her attempts to reach out for help she had been thwarted by her father, but if fifty or one hundred slaves showed up on the king’s doorstep, they couldn’t be ignored. Her plan was very complicated, and she needed help from inside and outside of the keep if it was going to work.
 
   She took a deep breath and stepped up to the door of her room and knocked. Trinac opened the door and gestured for her to exit. As she moved down the hall, she wished she had heard from Brooklyn to confirm her hunch, but with or without that confirmation, her father’s cruelty had solidified her resolve. She needed to start being more forward in her efforts to recruit help, and she knew the first person she wanted to approach.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In a nearby chamber Bendar prepared for the banquet. This was the largest dressing room in the keep and he had three servants who were on hand to help get ‘Omer’ prepared for any social engagement. The room was well furnished with comfortable couches along the walls of the room and a large mirror on each wall. The effect was that by looking at any wall, one could see how the outfit looked from all angles.
 
   Since arriving at Omer’s Keep, Bendar had posed as Omer many times. He was beginning to enjoy more and more the freedom to walk around in public, despite the fact that he knew his freedom was temporary and that he was a decoy in case there was a threat. To dress as Omer, Bendar was required to wear a ridiculous layer of makeup that was designed to give him the appearance of someone older who was trying to look young. While Omer considered Bendar an invaluable part of his operations, he was willing to put his advisor in danger for occasions where 'Omer' was expected to talk with nobles and speak of the operations of the keep. There were only a handful of people whom he could send who could speak intelligently on these matters, and for most balls in the keep he knew that the risks were minor. 
 
   In a surprising turn of events, the arrow wound in Bendar's leg had left him with a limp that was strikingly similar to Omer's. With the makeup disguise and the limp, Bendar was a pretty good match for Omer, with a stocky build and height slightly shorter than most. The only tell-tale difference was the way that Bendar favored his left hand since his right hand had not fully recovered from the skirmish he had been in with a group of Omer’s bandits last summer. He and his friends had been attempting to journey to Norwell as part of their Troven when they had stumbled across a caravan that had come under attack. He rubbed the hand, feeling the places where the bones were, even today, still a little tender, and remembered how his friend, Garin, had been murdered in front of him, and how he had wanted so badly to keep anything like that from happening to someone he cared about ever again. 
 
   He moved to the table and picked up the suit that he would wear for his appearance tonight. “Do you need any help, Lord Omer?” the servant asked. 
 
   Bendar, already in character, simply waved the man away with a dismissive gesture. “I will dress myself today, Jerald.” As the servants silently moved to the far edges of the room, Bendar sat down and held his head in his good hand. 
 
   It still deeply disturbed him each time he saw Omer condemn an innocent man, or manipulate people by threatening the ones they cared for. He knew personally how those people felt, as he himself had agreed to serve as an advisor to Omer in exchange for the guarantee that the caravan would be safe. 
 
   As part of the deal, Bendar had given his word that he would scour the countryside to find magical stones. He had gained his freedom by convincing the bandits who attacked the caravan that he knew the whereabouts of the Intellect Stone. Shortly after he arrived, and shared all he knew, Omer had sent out a search party to Sephra Island in search of the stone. They had not yet returned, so Bendar remained in Omer’s service. 
 
   With the loss of his other advisor, it had become Bendar's responsibility to organize the fake attacks and grab anything that could have magical qualities, while still maintaining the façade of keeping peace. Omer had gained quite a collection of enchanted rings, weapons, armor and clothing. Bendar had also initiated efforts to trade for magical items, and this had brought out many rare and useful objects that were hidden in the surrounding areas and within the keep itself. 
 
   He had kept Omer happy with his advice and the increase of magically enhanced items, but Bendar was not sure how much longer he would have been kept alive if Pentra had not been captured, along with the magical stone that was identical to the one Kaz carried. After capturing Pentra, Omer had added to Bendar's responsibilities the charge of finding the magician who had attacked the keep. Bendar searched each day, knowing that he needed to keep Omer satisfied. He knew what failure to deliver a new stone or the magician would mean for himself and his family.
 
   Bendar dressed in the suit and moved to the mirror for a final check before walking from the room to begin his appearance as a man he both loathed and served. When he stepped out into the hall he almost bumped into Maven. The older man shook slightly before he addressed Bendar. 
 
   “Hello, fake Omer,” he said. When Bendar had first come to the keep he had been confined to Maven’s office for a time to see whether he could learn anything from the man. While the man was a little odd, and Omer claimed he was crazy, Bendar found that the man did know a lot about several topics, especially the Changing and the Stones of Power. For that reason, Omer kept him in his small study and called on him for advice from time to time, like he was an old reference book. During his time working with Maven, Bendar also found that the older man had a special ability of being able to detect magical items that Bendar never quite understood.
 
   “Hello, Maven,” Bendar responded. “I have an appointment,” he said, pointing at his outfit. He didn’t have time to discuss any of Maven’s theories about the Stones of Power at the moment.
 
   “I just wanted you to know that there was another Stone of Power in the keep,” he said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
 
   “What?” Bendar practically shouted. 
 
   “Yes, there was one around the master magician,” he said. “It was very strong, especially when he was with his warrior friend. I think the warrior’s wife was also enchanted.” 
 
   It was frustrating to Bendar that this man had known about a powerful magical item being in the keep, but had kept this information to himself until now. In some ways he was very foolish. Maybe Omer was right about him being crazy. If there really was a Stone of Power inside the keep, he could have given it to Omer and gone home. But he was still stuck. Bendar clenched his jaw tight, trying not to show his mixture of anger, confusion and doubt. 
 
   “Thank you,” he replied.
 
   Maven smiled a sly smile as if he had some kind of secret he was keeping, then he inclined his head slightly. “Good luck at your event,” he said, then he slinked away back toward his office. The more time he spent with Maven, the more Bendar felt uncomfortable.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Pentra, now dressed for a meeting with some local nobility, walked down the hallway of the keep. She was still trying to process the prospect of being engaged to an old baron and how that would work into her plans for saving the slaves. Up to this point her ideas centered on killing Omer and trying to escape, but now after seeing how Bendar had reacted to Omer’s cruelty, she wanted to press him for information to see if she could find an ally who was in a position to help get the people from Hess out to Norwell.
 
   She deliberately waited outside the ballroom as the guests were arriving, as she knew Omer would show up late. Bendar had posed as her father several times and she felt this would be a good chance to intercept him. She listened to the chatter of people from down the hall, waiting to hear the sound of uneven, heavy footsteps that would let her know Bendar was approaching. While she missed the Hearing Stone’s magnifying power, the sound of that limping walk was unmistakable. 
 
   “Father,” she said in the most doting tone she could stomach as Bendar approached, “I am so glad that you are here.” She walked right up to Bendar and the servants and guards around Omer stepped back to give her space, Trinac even stepped back a little as they were entering the room. 
 
   “Yes,” Bendar responded in a distant, uncaring way.
 
   The way he responded made her worry that her trust in his compassion might be misplaced, but she needed to know for sure. “I hope you were not bothered too much today by our little encounter,” she said.
 
   Bendar looked to her questioningly as if trying to see whether there was more to her words than what she said. “It was tragic,” he responded stoically, “I wish I did not need to witness such things.”
 
   Pentra smiled, her first genuine smile in a long time. “Me too, father,” she responded. She interlocked her arm in his and they entered the ballroom. While she couldn’t take the time to have a full conversation with Bendar, and she still was far from trusting him fully, for the first time since entering the keep, she had found someone in a position of power who was at least brave enough to admit that something Omer had done was regrettable. It was a step, a small one, but still a glimmer of hope filled her heart.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   Melna looked up when Jin came riding into view. She pulled up to a halt a safe distance from Melna, “Mistress, we found where the magician left the main road, he went north into the woods.”
 
   “North?” Melna clicked her tongue as she rubbed her hand on her chin in thought. “What could they possibly be looking for that is north of here?”
 
   Franklin pulled up next to Melna and inclined his head, “Mistress, I used to live up here. There are also many trails in the northern forest, if they get too far ahead, it could take a long time to find them. Perhaps he is trying to get us lost in the woods.”
 
   Melna exhaled in frustration. “We also need to make sure he doesn’t double back, leaving us chasing shadows.” She pointed north. “Franklin, ride ahead, make sure he doesn’t turn to go east.
 
   Franklin nodded, then dashed away at a gallop.
 
   Jin turned her horse around and led the group. “Right up here,” she said, pointing to a spot in the grass that was pressed down. “This is where he left the packed road. I’ll go on ahead to scout with Drake, just keep following the path.”
 
   Melna waved her hand and the young woman disappeared into the woods. Melna and Owen kept moving down the trail at a trot, with Owen leading the supply-laden horse they were not able to go as quickly as the others, but she still felt that they would soon catch up with the magician.
 
   After riding for a few hours through the woods, Melna and Owen led their horses up into a small clearing. Jin, Drake and Franklin were waiting for them at the intersection.
 
   “What’s going on?” the older woman demanded.
 
   “Up there,” Franklin called out as he pointed out into the woods. “A large valley. I don’t see any easy way to cross it.”
 
   Jin turned her horse around and trotted over to her leader. “It stretches out for a long way in both directions,”
 
   Melna scrunched her eyes in concentration and peered into the woods toward the unseen valley. A Magician could certainly teleport across a large chasm leaving them behind, but why would he lead them this far into the woods? What was his plan? “I think I want to go see this valley myself,” she concluded.
 
   “Yes Mistress,” Jin replied with a bow of her head. She pulled on the reins to show the way to the valley when her horse reared up and whinnied loudly, nearly throwing her onto the ground. Melna’s ring let out a light whistling sound, and when the horse’s front hooves hit the ground, she saw what had caused the commotion. Standing in front of Jin was a tall magician. “Get…” Before she could sound a warning, the magician lashed out, smashing Jin’s horse with a blast from his staff, throwing the animal backward onto the ground. Jin dove to the side and rolled out of the way.
 
   Owen lunged forward with his horse as he drew his sword and swung it at the magician. He turned to meet the attack, deflecting the blow with his staff and throwing Owen off balance as his horse continued forward into the trees. Franklin had taken up position with his bow, and now drew an arrow released it at the magician, as he quickly prepared to shoot again. The arrow stopped in the air, the shaft shattering as if it had struck a rock. The seeker was about to fire his second arrow, but was thrown backward off his horse, as the magician pressed one hand out and sent a wall of hardened air at him.
 
   The magician spun his staff around and stood with it held in his right hand, tucked under his arm, surrounded by a half circle of seekers. Jin had regained her feet and stood ready with two short swords in her hands, Owen had turned his horse around, and Franklin stood hunched over, still recovering from being knocked down, but he held up his bow and glared at the magician.
 
   Melna held up her hand. She could see that he was covered in magical items, from his staff, to his robe, and as she saw him at Omer’s Keep and also here in the woods, she began to wonder about something else. “Hand over the Magic Stone and we’ll make your death quick.” Although she wasn’t certain he had the Magic Stone, she wanted to see how he would react to the accusation.
 
   In response, he threw a fireball at Melna and vanished. Melna didn’t even flinch at the magician’s attack, but tried to follow where he went. He appeared deep in the woods back in the direction they had come. What kind of game is he playing?
 
   “Let’s get him!” Franklin said as he jumped into the saddle. “Does he really have the Magic Stone?” He kicked his horse into a run, then turned back when he realized that nobody was following him.
 
   Melna stood still, looking out the in the direction from which the magician had first come, and then back toward the valley.
 
   After standing still for several moments Owen approached her. “Mistress, what’s wrong? I didn’t see the Magic Stone on him.”
 
   Melna clicked her tongue, “I wasn’t entirely sure if he had it or not, but I feel quite certain now that he is hiding it on his person somehow.”
 
   “What makes you think that?” Franklin asked when he had turned his horse around and rejoined the group.
 
   “When I asked about it he didn’t look at all surprised or confused, but instead reacted by attacking me. That is a very strange reaction for someone with nothing to hide. I think he is a stone holder, and I’m going to find out for certain when we kill him. But first, there is something that is bothering me.” Although she hated needing help from the lesser seekers, Melna couldn’t figure this out, and thought talking through it out loud might help. “Why did he come all the way here?”
 
   “To lose us in the woods?” Franklin suggested.
 
   Melna shook her head from side to side frustrated at Franklin’s obviously wrong guess.
 
   “To ambush us?” Jin offered.
 
   “Maybe he wanted to give the other fellow a head start on us,” Owen guessed.
 
   Melna exhaled slowly, not knowing whether asking the next question was going to lead to other obviously ignorant responses. “If he wanted to lose us in the woods, he would have crossed the valley to safety and then gone wherever he wanted, leaving us with no way to follow. If it was an ambush, he wouldn’t have appeared right in front of us, only to disappear again.” She looked back to the valley again. “How far is it to the valley?” she asked, knowing that to get answers she might need to see it for herself.
 
   Jin looked into the woods with a look of confusion. “It is less than half an hour to the valley.”
 
   When she answered, Drake came crashing through the woods into view. “Are you all right?” he asked first to Jin, then he looked at the other members of the group. “I saw a magician coming out of the ground in the valley, then he teleported in this direction!”
 
   Melna smiled knowingly. “It was a supply pick up,” she concluded. “He came here to get something, now he’s headed back. Let’s move out!” If she didn’t feel almost certain that he had the Magic Stone with him, she would have gone to the valley and inspected closer to see what else he might have hidden there. As she thought about it, she was sure that he had not only travelled here to retrieve something, but had left something behind as well. He could have easily snuck past them, but instead he had shown himself and made sure they knew he was going back south. She looked back over her shoulder, wondering what he could have left that was so important, but then dismissed the concern for the time being. There would be time for inspecting the mysterious valley after they killed him.
 
   They started moving quickly through the woods, no longer tracking his steps carefully. “Where is he going?” Franklin asked.
 
   “Probably going to meet up with the strongarm from the keep,” Melna replied. “Whatever he got from that store house in the valley must be very important.” Important enough that he’s not even concerned about having us follow him. She felt some suspicion, but continued to pursue him through the woods, driven primarily by the desire for the Stone of Power.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dune appeared on the Hillside Road and stopped for a moment to catch his breath. Having left his horse behind early on, he had been teleporting and running through the woods almost constantly since leaving Trae on the road away from Omer’s Keep. He had only had a short rest at Kire’s cabin before leading the seekers back south away from Kire and Kaz. He leaned forward and rested his hands on his knees. He had left not a moment too soon. What was it about Melna that had spooked Kire so badly?
 
   “Dune,” a soft voice called his name, and he turned quickly to see a young woman standing in the ditch, just off the road in the dark shadows of a tall tree.
 
   “Do I know you?” he asked, standing up and holding his staff at his side. He prepared some spells to launch an attack if she did anything suspicious.
 
   “No, you don’t know me, but I’m here to help you and your friend.” She raised her hands in the air showing that she was unarmed, and stepped up out of the ditch and into the light. 
 
   When the light touched her he could see a dark birthmark that spread down her face. She had been one of the finalists in the archery tournament in Lexingar. But she looked very different than she did those months ago. She wore sturdy travel clothing, her hair was brushed straight and she was not skeletally thin. Dune narrowed his eyes suspiciously as she approached, not knowing how much she knew and why she was here. He reached out with magic and could sense that she had no magical items for protection. Not trusting that she was innocent, he prepared a trap of hardened air. “Please don’t do that,” she said as she came to a stop in front of him. “Hardened air traps can be very uncomfortable.”
 
   “Are you a magician?” he asked. Her hands were covered so he could not see her mark, yet her extremely pale complexion was unlike any magician he had ever met.
 
   She smirked and shook her head from side to side. “Not exactly.” What kind of a response was that? Not exactly? What did that mean? How did she know he was preparing a hardened air trap? Dune experimentally pulled some heat into an invisible sphere, preparing a fire ball. “We both know you’re not going to incinerate me,” Maggie said. She stepped up to Dune and patted him on the shoulder. “Best to not waste your energy on me. We need to get moving.”
 
   Maggie whistled and a tall warhorse came from behind some thick greenery up onto the main road. “I’m going to need your travel cloak please. The darker the better.” She stood expectantly, holding out her hand to him. 
 
   Dune waited for a moment, not sure how to respond to this unusual demand. “Why do you need my clothing?”
 
   “It’s simple,” Maggie responded. “You can’t lead Melna to Pike Point and go to help Trae at the same time; you are only one man. So I’m going to help keep Melna distracted so you can get back to your friend.” She jumped up into the saddle, turned the horse west toward Hillside and looked at Dune. “Come on, there’s not much time.” 
 
   Dune looked up at Maggie, at her horse, then up and down the road in confusion. He had never met anyone like this girl before. She came out of nowhere, and practically was able to read his thoughts. It was like having a female version of Kire, only Kire had never asked for his clothing. Despite his misgivings he knew that what she said was true. He did need someone to lead Melna away, and he needed to go help his friend. He began to remove his dark riding cloak. “Oh, I almost forgot,” she added. “You’ll need this.” She tossed down a worn down rag of a shirt and a pair of pants. Dune stopped taking off his cloak and stared at the thread-bare clothing on the ground. He looked up to her with a raised eyebrow. In response to his questioning look, Maggie shrugged her shoulders and smiled slightly. “Sometimes we just need a good disguise.”
 
   Dune tossed up the cloak to Maggie and retrieved the worn out clothing. “Thanks,” she said with a friendly wave. “You’ll want to get going pretty quickly so they don’t see you when they come out on the road.
 
   “What about you?” he asked. “You can’t teleport away. How will I know that you’re safe?”
 
   “I don’t want to disappear,” she replied with a smirk. “If I did that, how would they know to follow me this way?” Maggie asked pointing west. She flipped the cloak over her shoulders and pulled the hood to cover her light brown hair and started walking the horse slowly down the road. “Don’t worry about me,” she called back over her shoulder. “Gapol here can outrun anything on four legs. But you need to get moving.”
 
   Dune watched her for another minute, still trying to process all that was happening. What brought her here at this exact time? How did she know so much? Was she going to be safe? Without adequate answers to these questions, he looked far down the road to the east and vanished—he had a magician to find.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   The small, mule-drawn cart made good progress now that it was on the open road. The two men sitting on the front drew the attention of all the other travelers on the road because of their unique attire. Both men looked like they were wrapped in blankets, but the blankets were in fact their clothing. In addition to wearing a blanket with a hole cut out for their head they both had a thin piece of material wrapped around their heads and the taller young man had an eye patch on this left eye. Both men had a single mark on the left side of their noses. Any bandit could have outrun and overpowered them, but they never bothered, as the two men looked completely pathetic and did not appear to have anything worth stealing.
 
   Leaning over, the older man spoke softly. “Kaz, do you see the thief sitting in the bushes up ahead?” The older man sat upright against his seat, bouncing as the small cart meandered down the road.
 
   Kaz was looking through the bushes and trees, but it still took him some time to find where the bandit was hidden. He was constantly amazed at how Kire was able to know things that Kaz, as a visor, had overlooked. Kaz casually gripped his bow that was hidden beneath his coat, but Kire made a motion with his hand to indicate that he would not need it. As they passed the bandit, they were again ignored. After they were out of hearing distance Kaz leaned over to Kire. “It really is wonderful how dressing like a buffoon can make traveling easier.”
 
   “What do you mean? I like this outfit.” Kire looked to Kaz as though expecting an answer, without giving any hint that he was kidding. “Anyway,” Kire said, changing the subject. “We have two more hours of riding before we will arrive at Omer's Keep. We should be safe until we get there.” With this declaration Kire turned the cart down a side road.
 
   “Why do you say we are safe?” Kaz asked, still keeping a sharp eye out for bandits.
 
   “This road leads to Omer's Keep. It is the only way that leads right up to his front door. He keeps it well protected for the nobles and traders who come to get his wine, and he's expecting me.” Kire said this, as though it were nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   “Why would he be expecting you?” Kaz asked.
 
   Kire removed his outer blanket covering to reveal the outfit that he would wear when he met with Omer. “I trade with him every year,” Kire replied. “I trade with all the minor lords and villages in this area.”
 
   “So that's how we're going to just get into the keep. I figured you would have some elaborate plan of scaling the walls or sneaking in through some hidden entrance.” Kaz was somewhat crestfallen, but still happy to know that they would definitely be able to get into the keep.
 
   “I will just stick to walking in the front door if you don't mind. Besides he has some very fine honey that he collects and I need to stock up.” Kire looked happy, just thinking of the honey that would soon be his.
 
   Kaz was a little concerned and very confused. He had imagined a grand attack on an evil lord's keep and now he was seeing the reality. “You're still planning on trading with him? I sure hope you know what you're doing. What do you give him for the honey?”
 
   “I trade many different remedies, cures for burns, constipation, rashes, and various diseases. Then there is this one.” Kire reached back into the cart and pulled out a container with a dark green substance. He removed the lid and it emitted a strong odor. “This is a special remedy for Omer himself; it is a cure for stupidity. I guess you could say it is a work in progress.”
 
   Kaz scratched his head and asked the obvious question. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Kire put some cream on the tip of his finger. “Hold still, this won't hurt.” Then he rubbed the spot of cream under Kaz' nose. Kaz's eyes started to water as the foul odor was sitting right under his nose with nowhere for the terrible smell to go but directly up his nostril.
 
   “That is awful!” Kaz blurted out. “How can I get rid of it?”
 
   “It will go away in a couple of minutes. The more you put on the longer it lasts and the stronger the smell.”
 
   “How does putting that on help cure anything?” Kaz asked as he rubbed the spot under his nose, trying to make the smell go away.
 
   “Would you like some more?” Kire offered holding the container up.
 
   Kaz pushed the cream away, and leaned back in his seat to get as far away from it as possible. “No. It's awful!” 
 
   “Well, it made you smarter. You won't ever want to put that on again!” said Kire, with a chuckle.
 
   “That is terrible!” Kaz protested.
 
   Kire shrugged his shoulders. “I sell it to people who think they're sick when they really aren't. I tell them it's the greatest cure and they buy tons of this stuff. It seems to help them get cured quickly from whatever is bothering them.” Kire let a smirk cross his face. “The smartest people don't try it, the average people will try it once, and the really stupid people order it every year and are willing to trade wonderful honey for it.” He smiled and winked at the younger man. Kaz couldn't help but laugh out loud, thinking of a group of hypochondriac nobles rubbing a foul smelling cream under their noses.
 
   “So each year, you come here and help Omer. He’s evil!”
 
   Kire nodded. “Yes he is, and I have been trying to take care of him for a while, but there is a delicate balance. Many people’s lives and livelihoods depend on him. He needs to be removed properly. By the correct authority without making a civil war. That has been more difficult than you might think, but the pieces are starting to come together.”
 
   Kire reached in the back of the cart and handed Kaz a suit normally worn by servants. “What is that for?” Kaz asked.
 
   “You will be my servant tonight, so you will dress the part. I can't have you walking around dressed in a poncho.” Kaz put on the suit and took the reins from Kire. “Now you will be unloading all of my remedies in the back. It will likely take you most of the evening. When you are done, you will retire to my room and wait for me. I suggest that you get some sleep. If there are other servants nearby, you can speak to them politely, but do not talk with them too long. I will be getting all the information we will need while I am inside the keep.” Kaz nodded, but he was again disappointed, as it seemed he would be playing a very small part in this rescue effort. “From now on we should be extra vigilant as there are going to be more guards the closer we get to the keep, and some of them will be listeners.”
 
   Kaz and Kire sat in silence while riding up to the keep. It was twilight as they pulled into view of the keep and Kire got off the cart and walked directly to the main gate. Kaz led the mule to the back where he was directed by another servant. “Where do you want these?” Kaz asked when he pulled up next to the man.
 
   The servant was dressed in a sharp, black suit, it had loose-fitting pants and a tight shirt that was very similar to the costume Kaz was wearing. “Are those from the great Kire?” the man asked eagerly.
 
   Kaz was impressed by the title given to Kire. “They are from Kire. Where would you like me to unload it?” 
 
   “That man brings miracle cures every year!” the man said. “My wife's sister had a fever and was on her death bed when she was given Kire's medicine. Most had given up on her chance to survive, but after taking his medicine her fever broke.” The man was looking at the cart with such longing in his eyes. “My son is sick; we've been waiting all winter for this cart to arrive. Tell him thank you!”
 
   Kaz looked to the man. “I will deliver the message.” Although he detested Omer and all that Omer did to the people in Hess, he was glad that Kire continued to trade with the man.
 
   The servant pointed toward a small wooden door, and Kaz urged the mule onward. 
 
   A stout man wearing worn trousers and a white short sleeved shirt stepped up to the cart, holding a list of the inventory that had been ordered. The man was a level two intellect and Kaz presumed he needed that gift, with the colossal organizational needs of providing for all the people in the keep. “Uncover the supplies,” the man said in a gruff voice. Kaz moved the covering to the side and the man quickly surveyed the supplies in the cart. “Looks good, grab some of those and follow me. I'll show you where to put them.” Kaz was surprised at how quickly the man assessed the cart before making this declaration, but he assumed it was due to his years of experience counting supplies.
 
   Kaz followed the man through a large, open warehouse that was filled with shelves. Each shelf was stocked full of different supplies. Dried fruit and vegetables covered the shelf to Kaz's left and to the right were piles of what looked like clothing for servants. They also walked past several shelves filled with large sacks of grain piled from floor to ceiling. Each wooden shelf had a piece of paper tacked to the end listing all the supplies and how many of each was on hand. Kaz had never provided for a castle of guests, but he estimated that these supplies could feed a small army for almost a year. Kaz struggled to keep up with the pace this man set, and after two left turns and one right he was concerned that he would not be able to find his way back. The steward stopped and pointed to an empty space in the shelves. “Your supplies will all fit nicely here. Place all similar jars together,” the man said, then, he turned and walked away, leaving Kaz alone to the task.
 
   At first Kaz made trips carrying one or two containers of cream, but then seeing an empty wooden crate on the floor, he was able to load it up with a dozen jars at a time which made the unloading of the cart much quicker. Kaz worked for what he estimated was at least an hour unloading the entire cart of supplies. The last two trips he was certain that the space on the shelf would not be sufficient to hold all the jars, but as he unloaded the last container, he was pleased to see that it filled the space exactly. When he had finished, without even needing to summon him, the steward was standing by Kaz's cart waiting. “Follow me to the honey.” Kaz followed the man through the labyrinth of supply shelves until he came upon a shelf loaded with crocks of honey. “You can take fifty jars of honey.” Saying this, the man walked away.
 
   The containers of honey were much larger and heavier than the medicinal cream, but there were only fifty jars to transport. It took Kaz another hour to load up the honey. After making sure it was secure in the cart, he replaced the cover and made his way to the stables, where the mule and cart would spend the night.
 
   Kaz was true to his word and avoided speaking much with the other hired help. He said a polite greeting, but then found a quiet place to brush down the mule. Night had fallen by the time the mule and cart were safely stored, and Kaz was exhausted from the day's drive and loading the supplies. He was ready to fall down asleep by the time he was shown to his “master's” quarters, but he was also very anxious to hear what Kire had learned and to get started on the next step of their plan. After half an hour of waiting for Kire's return, Kaz took off his soft dark boots and lay back on a cushioned couch and quickly fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Disguised as a magician, Trae sat on top of his large black horse, riding at the front of a small army of soldiers and slaves. Remembering back to his time acting as the pompous Sir Trevor, he kept his head held high and tried to treat everyone as if they were below him. It was easier than he thought to make people think he was a magician, as the others in the group generally tried to avoid crossing his path. Denallians were, as a rule, nervous and suspicious of magicians, and these men were no exception. Their nervousness around him continued unabated, especially since he was making regular use of the items Dune had given him. 
 
   Each night he sent out a burst of light over the campsite and told the soldiers that he was casting powerful wards to protect them. He also made it a point to never lift a piece of flatware to his lips. It was rather amusing to see the looks of astonishment that crossed the men’s faces as they furtively cast glances his way whenever he floated even a small piece of potato from his plate to his mouth.
 
   “Master Magician,” Scar said from his place on the horse next to Trae. “We’re making good time, I’m so glad to be away from those fools back at the keep!”
 
   Trae nodded his head, though he avoided making eye contact with Scar. “Which ones specifically did you hate the most?” he asked trying to learn some more about this man who travelled with him.
 
   “Well, Omer for starters,” he answered without any hesitation. “He helped get me this gift of intellect, but beyond that he is completely useless. He couldn’t even track down his own daughter.”
 
   Trae turned and looked at Scar, now very interested in the direction of the conversation. “Track her down?” he asked with a hope Scar would elaborate.
 
   A cocky grin split his face and he almost laughed out loud as he explained. “She was hiding as a petty thief in Kinstock. I found her by accident when I went there to steal some gold to fund this army,” he said waving his hand over the men behind them. “I joined her crew of thieves, turned on her and took the gold. It was hilarious!”
 
   “So you’re probably happy to be away from her too then?” Trae asked still trying to piece together Pentra’s story.
 
   Scar shook his head, “She’s of no consequence,” he said dismissively. “Omer’s got her back and she’s still alive, so he’s keeping her for something, probably an advantageous marriage of some kind. His weak political maneuvering is so comical. When Mordyar invades, none of that will matter. The only thing that will make any difference is people who have soldiers. We’ll gain only what we can take.”
 
   Trae continued to ride in silence, having a lot to process. He needed to get more information out of Scar about the invasion, the army, and now he knew Scar could help him learn more about Pentra. 
 
   “Is this a good place to stop for the night?”
 
   Trae brought his horse to a stop and slowly turned to face the man. “I have told you before that I don’t care where you stop as long as we don’t make my master wait.”
 
   Scar growled under his breath, clearly not happy to be treated as such an inferior. He stood up in his stirrups. “Set up camp here!” he yelled out, his agitation clearly showing as he pointed to an open space in a field next to the road.
 
   Trae watched as the men set up their sleeping arrangements for the evening. First, everyone set up a large tent for him, and one that was equally large for Scar. Then the slaves set up small, canvas tents in tight rows, forming a circle around the center, and the final outside circle was made up of soldiers. Watching the slaves work made him want to get down and help them. He saw an older man struggling with the equipment he had been assigned, and noticed a thick scar along the right side of his face, and several more on his arms. He would have stood out because of his age and his scars either way, but the face was familiar now, as the man had been travelling right next to Trae ever since he had joined them.
 
   Trae dismounted and walked among the men, though they gave him space and tried to avoid eye contact as he passed. “You there,” Trae called out, pointing at a soldier who had his tent set up and was pulling his sleeping roll from his horse.
 
   “Yes sir,” he quickly answered.
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   The terrified soldier stood at attention and darted his eyes back and forth as if wondering what he had done wrong, or why he was being singled out. “My name is Wren,” he answered.
 
   “Wren, I would like to speak with you in the command tent.” Trae turned around and walked back to the center of camp, giving no further explanation. He needed to keep up the façade of being the master magician, but he also wanted to know what kind of soldiers he was dealing with in this little army. Any information he could gather might help when Dune arrived and it came time to put a permanent stop to this supply caravan. He needed to know what kind of a fight they might have on their hands. 
 
   He stopped inside the tent at a small table and sat down while Wren stepped in and stood at attention. Trae watched him for a moment and saw that sweat was beading up on his forehead. “Why did you join Omer’s army?” Trae demanded.
 
   Wren looked a little surprised by the question, but answered quickly, “I wanted to serve my country and keep my family safe, sir!”
 
   “You have a family?” Trae asked, surprised. All the other men he had brought in were single.
 
   “Yes sir,” Wren answered. “My father served as a guard in Pike Point. He now owns a small cottage in Hillside where he lives with my mother and younger sister.”
 
   “How long have you been working for Omer?”
 
   “Three months. Most of us started together when he did some heavy recruiting this last winter.” Trae nodded slowly as he continued his interrogation. The answers came quickly, reconfirming to him all the things he had already learned from the others he had spoken to in the days since he had joined this group as they set out from Omer’s Keep. This army was almost entirely made up of new recruits. They had been told they were security for the carts of supplies which were being delivered “for the support of those defending the true ruler of Denall.” About a dozen of the men he had met with seemed to have an inkling of what they were really doing, but for the most part, these men were eager to serve their country and naïve about the ways of the world. Perhaps Scar was planning to use them to transfer their gifts to the invaders.
 
   After a short interview, Trae stood up and walked over to the young man. He tensed, not comfortable with the proximity, and Trae placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’re a good man.” With a wave of his hand he dismissed the soldier, then sat down at his desk.
 
   He opened a small notebook and wrote down the name ‘Wren’ on an ever increasing list of those he felt he could trust to help overthrow Omer’s plan when the time came to do it.
 
   “Master Magician!” Scar called from outside his tent. Trae didn’t like how this man had become more comfortable shouting as if he had authority to command Trae around.
 
   After waiting a short time to make sure Scar knew he would not jump when he called, Trae slowly parted the flap of the tent and moved outside. “What is it this time?” He asked in a tone that showed he was annoyed at being bothered.
 
   “We had a scuffle among the men,” Scar answered. Trae yawned and moved to turn back to his tent, but Scar kept talking. “I think a demonstration of powerful magic will help make an example of these two.” He pointed at a pair of men, one of whom had a bloody nose. Trae noticed that one was a young man on his list who he felt he could trust, the other with a broken nose was a commander of a small patrol, and he had acted shady during their interview.
 
   “What was this fight about?” Trae asked.
 
   Scar stepped up quickly and held his hand up, indicating to the men that they were to remain silent. Scar leaned in close to speak so that only Trae would hear. “The patrol commander struck a slave, and this man struck his commander.”
 
   Trae slowly turned his head to look at Scar. “Why do you need me to solve this?”
 
   Scar nodded toward the tent and Trae pulled open the flap so they could enter. Inside the tent Scar looked at Trae in confusion. “I thought we agreed that you would help.”
 
   Trae waved his hand dismissively and took a seat. He wanted to seem above this fight outside, but he also had no idea what agreements had been made with the magician Scar had been in contact with. “I’ll help when magic is needed. This is just a fist fight.”
 
   Scar shook his head. “It’s not just a fist fight. The new recruits are starting to get their own ideas about the slaves. They don’t understand, that those slaves out there are dumb and weak and need to be beaten from time to time to keep them in line.” Trae clenched his jaw tight and resisted the urge to have a small fist fight of his own, but this conversation was helping him learn what he needed to know about these men. “We need the recruits to follow orders, and not question their commanders. We need to set an example they won’t forget.”
 
   “Who do we need to set the example for?” Trae asked.
 
   “For everyone!” Scar said in exasperation. “The slaves, the soldiers—all of them.”
 
   Trae nodded. “But we’ll need to keep them alive until we need them,” he said, thinking of the best way to handle this situation. An idea suddenly came to him. “Stay here, I’ll be right back,” he said abruptly, pointing to a chair for Scar to sit in. 
 
   Trae marched out of the tent and glared at the two soldiers who stood before him. “If you feel like you’re ready to fight, take a swing at me!” He stepped up in their faces and gave each man a shove. They both stood still with eyes wide in surprise. “I won’t even need to use magic to knock both of you down flat,” he taunted. “Come on, show me how tough you are!” He pushed them both again and stepped up to them. He looked around at the gathered people who had stopped everything they were doing to watch the interactions.
 
   The commander stepped forward and raised his fists up to his chin. “Ahhh,” Trae said to the man, “is this courage or stupidity?”
 
   The commander lunged forward with a quick left jab, and Trae quickly threw up his right hand, catching the soldier’s fist before it could reach him. He squeezed down on the man’s hand, bringing him to his knees. He grabbed at his trapped hand, trying to pull it from Trae’s grasp, but the blacksmith’s strength would not let him budge.
 
   Trae knew it was a risk, but he needed to make a point. He squeezed harder, bringing the man to tears as he begged him to let go. Trae could feel the bones in the man’s hand and knew that if he tightened his grip anymore, he would start breaking them.
 
   “Stop it!” 
 
   Trae was relieved that the other soldier stepped forward, but he couldn’t show that yet. “Why?” he demanded. “Didn’t you want to hurt him? Weren’t you the one who broke his nose?”
 
   “Please don’t hurt him, Master Magician,” the soldier asked again. “He’s my commanding officer and we need him.”
 
   Trae let go of the man’s hand and he dropped to the ground with a slight sob. He nursed his wounded hand and looked up to his savior appreciatively. Trae spoke so everyone could hear. “You need him,” he said pointing down at the injured man. “And this army needs you,” he pointed at the soldier who had stood up for his commander. “And we need the workers who are helping us cart the supplies. Don’t ever forget that!” he shouted. “If anyone, commander, worker or soldier strikes another man in this camp, you’ll need to answer to me! Do I make myself clear?” To emphasize his words, he closed his fist and shot a harmless ball of light into the air. He wished it did something dramatic like burst brightly before it vanished, or explode loudly, but it had the desired effect.
 
   “Yes sir,” the soldiers nearest called out in unison.
 
   Trae turned around and returned to the tent where Scar was standing in front of the door, brooding. “What have you done?” Scar demanded in a harsh whisper. “How are we supposed to keep the slaves in order now?”
 
   “I guess you’ll need to have your commanders ask instead of beating them,” Trae answered as he stepped past and opened the tent door. “I’m sure they’re smart enough to catch on.”
 
   Scar rolled his eyes, “I don’t know, those slaves can be very…”
 
    “I wasn’t talking about the slaves,” Trae interrupted. He walked into the tent and closed the flap behind him, then he released a long breath. He hoped that he hadn’t pushed the man too hard, and he really hoped Dune would come soon, but despite his personal danger, and all that he needed to do, he also couldn’t help but feel satisfied knowing that he was doing the thing he felt Pentra had sent him to do. He was standing up for the slaves. As he lay down for the night his thoughts kept wandering back to Lady Pentra. What else was going on there that made her unable to help the slaves herself? What had she meant by her cloaked statements during their dance? Was she really needing his help at all or was this some kind of nobility manipulation game? Why did he care so much about earning her approval when she was back at the keep? She was a puzzle to him, a puzzle that he couldn’t seem to get out of his head.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dune sat silently in the woods along the road to Omer’s Keep. After two days of resting, he felt his magic replenished and he was ready to face the master magician who could arrive at any time. By waiting near the keep, he risked being seen by one of Omer’s patrols when he did engage with the other magician, but he knew it was the only way to be sure he didn’t slip by.
 
   While he sat, he wondered about the strange girl who had led the seekers away from him. No matter how much he thought about their encounter, it always left him with more questions than answers. He sometimes wished for Kire’s ability to take even the smallest piece of information and come up with surprisingly accurate conclusions, but he certainly wouldn’t give up his magic for any amount of knowledge. 
 
   As he continued to ponder the questions that seemed to have no answers, he felt a pulse of magic that made him focus. His detection spell warned him that a magician was near. Dune gripped his staff in his hand and hid behind a thick bush as the magician approached.
 
   Dune could easily make out the features of the magician as the man approached on a tall, black horse. Like most from the southern desert, he had long, dark hair and an olive complexion, but he was dressed in common clothing, as if he were trying to travel unnoticed. 
 
   Dune knew that even a low level magician could be dangerous, so he planned to make this surprise attack fast and deadly. When he came in range, Dune stepped out from behind the bush and threw four simultaneous attacks at the man.
 
   The earth erupted underneath his horse, throwing the animal into a panic while a ball of fire scorched the ground and another cut through air as it rocketed at the man. While those attacks had him distracted, the third attack of hardened air dropped down on top of him to form a solid trap.
 
   The man on the horse threw up his hands quickly to defend the assault and was thrown to the ground, landing on his back inside a small, protective bubble that made the fire pass over him.
 
   Dune stepped out on the road and reached out with magic. The earth had settled, leaving the carcass of the fire-scorched horse lying next to the magical bubble where the magician lay unharmed. Dune’s hardened air trap was securely in place, so although the man was untouchable in his protective shell, he was trapped.
 
   Dune approached holding his staff ready. “Hello,” he greeted as he came close.
 
   The magician smiled at Dune, knowing that he was, for the moment, safe. “Dune? Is that really you?”
 
   Dune searched his memories for the magician who crouched before him. He was not immediately familiar, so he probably came from one of the northern tribes in the Coffal Desert, the tribes who traded and travelled more among the Denallians.
 
   “What is your name and tribe?” Dune asked in a flat tone. “So I can deliver the news of your traitorous ways, your capture and death.”
 
   The magician looked up smugly. “Is that how you greet all us lesser magicians?”
 
   Dune shook his head and began to shrink the invisible cage around the magician, although both men were motionless, Dune’s magic pressed in, threatening to crush the defense the other man had thrown up. “As a magician of Coffal you have a sworn duty to protect the Stones of Power. Yet you are here on Mordyar’s errand, working for the very man we need to defeat. You have broken your most sacred oaths. You are a weak magician, a bully, and a coward.”
 
   “Guilty,” he admitted. “Unfortunately for you, being a bully and coward are not any cause for you to put me to death, and the oaths you talk about are oaths of Coffal,” he spat, “and I do not claim that wretched land anymore.” He tried to look calm, but a bead of sweat was forming on his head from the effort of holding back Dune’s hardened air from crushing him. “You have no authority here outside of the desert. If you kill me it will be murder.”
 
   “How about the laws of Denall?” Dune said as he stepped forward next to the shrinking dome. “You are here to take a group of slaves for experimentation on transferring their gifts. You were going to take Genea’s magic gift. I have enough proof according to the laws of Denall, and as a general in the King’s Guard, on special assignment to track down and stop those who fight against our country, you are pronounced guilty of treason.” Dune raised his hands above his head and began pressing them together. As he pushed inward, the solid air prison condensed. 
 
   He felt some resistance as he met up with the man’s protective cocoon, but not much. Dune continued to squeeze his hands together and the man’s shield began to crush in on him, trapping him in place. The imprisoned magician reached down to the ground and grabbed a short staff, then vanished, appearing next to Dune with his staff already in motion.
 
   Although his magic was weak, the magician was fast. Dodging the strikes while countering with his own staff kept Dune on the defensive. He blocked low strikes and high as the man pushed him back to the edge of the road. He struck on the right, then faked a jab, twirled around and swung at Dune’s leg. The attacks were fast, powerful, and never in the same place twice.
 
   Moving quickly in order to keep himself safe from the furious onslaught of his opponent, Dune didn’t have time to prepare a magical attack. He whirled his staff, blocking and countering until the other magician brought his hands together and struck down forcefully. Dune raised his staff in a high block and kicked forward, catching the man in the chest and throwing him to the ground. Before he came into contact with the dirt, Dune lashed out with magic, tearing the staff from his hand and pinning him down with an invisible mass of hardened air.
 
   Dune stepped forward and the man moved his hand slightly, throwing a ball of solid air. Dune deflected the attack and jabbed down at the man with his staff, striking his throat and crushing his windpipe. The traitorous magician sagged lifeless on the ground.
 
   Dune held his hand above the magician’s body and created a fire that consumed him, leaving behind a small patch of scorched earth. He then waved his arm over the battlefield and restored the charred path as best he could before teleporting far out to the east to catch up with Trae and the supply caravan.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Riding on her strong warhorse, Maggie was easily able to keep ahead of the seekers as she led them away from Trae and Dune. In fact, she often needed to slow down to ensure they didn’t fall too far behind as they traveled. She made sure to lead Gapol through soft mud to leave clear tracks, just to be certain she didn’t lose them as they wound their way through Hillside, southwest through a small village of Dungan, and on into the Woller Plains toward Pike Point.
 
   On the fifth day, Maggie was happy when she felt she had a sufficient lead for the day to stop and set up camp. She quickly set up a place to sleep, ate by a small cook fire and got ready for some rest. Most times she felt directed to action it was small things, like helping someone on the road, or knowing when to release her bowstring for an archery tournament, but lately there were more moments of direction, and the tasks were often longer, like this week-long horse chase. But she was happy that it was coming to an end.
 
   Some hours after night had set in and the bright moon was risen high in the sky, Maggie heard a rustle in the woods. The seekers had finally caught up to her and they were cautiously tightening the circle they had made, surrounding her campsite. They’re really not very good at quietly stalking, she thought to herself as she silently scaled a nearby tree and prepared her bow while she waited. While it was sometimes a bit of a curse to have inklings of what was going to happen in the future drive her to action, at times like this she was genuinely excited. It was time for her to face off with the seekers—it was time to do some real good.
 
   At once, the five seekers burst into the small clearing, wielding weapons. A young couple each loosed an arrow into the pile of grass Maggie had covered with a blanket near the fire, and the other seekers stood by with their weapons raised in the air. She could tell that each of them was wearing jewelry that gave different kinds of magic protection, and their weapons were enchanted. Maggie needed to move with precision or she would not be able to overcome their charms.
 
   The young female seeker moved forward first with her bow strung, ready to release another arrow. Maggie drew her bow and released an arrow just as the seeker leaned over to check on the decoy under the blanket. In this bent over position, her enchanted necklace was hanging away from her body, not making contact with her skin, and the arrow pierced her heart, dropping her to the ground.
 
   Her husband fell down at her side, dropping his bow, and Maggie jumped down to the ground, landing between the two men on the far side of the camp. She swung her bow over her head, slicing the older man’s cheek open with the tip while she ducked under another attack from behind. She grabbed an arrow from her quiver and threw it end over end in an arch over her shoulder at the attacking seeker behind her, then stepped forward to drive her elbow up hard into the old man’s throat while he still clutched his cheek.
 
   Behind her, the seeker’s magically enchanted sword lashed out of its own accord, trying to defend him from the spinning arrow. Though the weapon managed to successfully block the arrow from hitting him, its erratic motion made the seeker punch himself in the shoulder, causing him to drop it to the ground. Maggie drove a back kick into his gut, then snapped her foot back, spinning herself around to round house kick him in the face. His eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the ground.
 
   Maggie dropped her bow and ran past the fallen seeker, reaching down to grab his sword from the ground while scooping up a handful of dry dirt in her other hand. When she came up with the sword in hand, her eyes met Melna’s across the fire from her. She began walking straight for her, pausing briefly to kick the husband seeker in the face as she passed, knocking the grief-stricken seeker unconscious onto his back. 
 
   “Who are you?” Melna demanded.
 
   Ignoring her question, Maggie kept walking forward. “Fortunately for you, I don’t feel like I should kill you. But you will have an important choice to make shortly.”
 
   Melna held her dagger up in front of herself and took some cautious steps, advancing on Maggie. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Pike Point or Omer’s Keep.” Maggie answered. “With no Han’Or and the infection that will be spreading in your arm, I recommend Pike Point. But honestly, it doesn’t really matter. Either way you’ll meet your fate in one of those two places. But for now you need to be alive.” Maggie raised her hand to her shoulder level, holding her arm straight in front of her, then she opened her hand, showing the small pile of dirt.
 
   Melna sneered, a look of hatred and confusion flashing across her face. She lunged forward just as a gust of wind blew from behind Maggie toward her. The wind picked up the grains of dry dirt from Maggie’s hand and blew them into Melna’s eyes. The older seeker instinctively dropped the dagger as she wiped at her eyes, trying to blink away the burning. With the knife dropped to the ground, Maggie stepped forward and sliced with her stolen sword, cleanly cutting off Melna’s right hand. Melna screamed out in agony and dropped to the ground, holding the bloody end of her arm with her remaining hand.
 
   Maggie calmly pulled a sack from her belt and scooped up Melna’s hand. She then walked around the campfire, swinging her sword at each seeker’s bottle of Han’Or, spilling the liquid to the ground. When she was done, she threw the weapon to the ground and picked up her bow, then moved to stand in front of Melna. “What are you going to do now?” Melna demanded defiantly, glaring at the younger woman.
 
   Maggie pulled an arrow from her quiver and nocked it. Melna remained kneeling on the ground, confidently maintaining eye contact, but she was not the target. Maggie waited a brief moment, then she drew back on her bowstring and shot an arrow up into the night sky. Distantly there was a small thudding sound and the pained screech of a dying bird. Maggie reached her hand out palm up and turned to look at Melna just as a perfectly polished sphere landed in her open hand. Maggie looked at her hand, then back to Melna. She didn’t know what the sphere was, she just knew she was meant to intercept it from getting to the head of the seekers. However, she was starting to get an inkling of where her next prompting would send her.
 
   “How did you do that?” Melna demanded. “That is a message for me! I’m the only one who can…” Melna stopped speaking and looked down at the place where her hand had been severed as understanding dawned. “You needed my hand.”
 
   Maggie tilted her head to the side as she started to piece together what was happening. The magical orb was some kind of message that needed to be activated by touching Melna’s hand, and Melna probably needed to be alive for it to work. She whistled and Gapol trotted into the clearing. She placed the ball in her pocket and tied the sack with Melna’s hand on the side of her saddle, then she jumped up into the saddle.
 
   “I recommend Pike Point,” Maggie repeated, then she tugged on the reins and kicked her horse into a gallop. She had a rather disgusting package to deliver.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   Trae rode confidently on his large, black horse as the supply train made its way east through Omer’s realm. Having a small contingent of soldiers to protect shipments was a common practice among barons, and although this group was larger than most, they were able to avoid attracting much attention as they moved. Within a few days they would be moving out of Omer’s realm and into the less-populated areas that had few or no patrols. Trae was less interested in their mapped out journey than he was in the absence of his friend. Dune had not yet joined them, and he was getting worried that he would not be able to keep people thinking he was a magician for much longer.
 
   Trae looked back over his shoulder at the army following behind him. He had met with most of them and knew that they were generally all good men. Scar and the commanders knew of Omer’s real plans, but the majority of the soldiers had no idea what they were getting themselves in for. 
 
   “Master Magician,” Scar called out as he approached Trae. “We will be stopping for the night here in this valley. The men will begin setting up your tent shortly.” Trae nodded slightly and turned his horse around to walk back through the group of men who were pulling out tents and supplies. “You don’t need to do that,” Scar said to Trae’s back, but he ignored him. The soldiers followed Scar out of fear, or duty, but Trae needed to gain their loyalty and trust if he was going to ask them to follow him. 
 
   He wasn’t entirely sure what he was going to do, but eventually they would need to capture those who were loyal to Omer and convince the rest to abandon their mission. He hoped the loss of supplies and support would severely cripple Mordyar’s force, but the more he considered the possibilities, the more he feared the destruction that an invading army could bring down on the lightly fortified section of Denall to which Scar was leading this supply caravan. When the time came, he wondered whether he might be able to persuade the men to take up the mission they thought they had been recruited for – the defense of Denall. His nightly interviews led him to believe that these men would do whatever was needed to defend their country, as long as he could convince them of Omer’s treachery and earn their loyalty.
 
   As he walked among them, they no longer cowered at his passing, but many looked up and smiled warmly as they set up their tents. He even went among the slaves. These men did not meet his gaze with warmth, but some did nod their heads or acknowledge him as he passed. Word was spreading that he prohibited any beatings, and they seemed to recognize that he wasn't like the other leaders they had served under before.
 
   “Master Magician,” one soldier said as he passed. Trae looked down at the fellow and thought for a moment before recalling his name.
 
   “Yes, Jurden?” Trae asked as pulled his horse to a stop.
 
   “The men are done setting up your tent,” he said, pointing to the center of the camp. 
 
   Trae led the way and Jurden followed confidently. He was a nice young man with an exceptional desire to be helpful. He was the next person Trae was going to meet with, but he already felt certain he would find this man loyal to Denall.
 
    After meeting with most of the young men in the camp, Trae had changed from being a mysterious master magician, to being more of a powerful friend. They all gave him space, and respected his leadership, but they no longer seemed to fear him as they had at first.
 
   In the command tent, Trae sat in a folding wooden chair across from Jurden. The younger man sat comfortably awaiting his questions. 
 
   Trae leaned back in his seat. “How did you get involved with this caravan moving equipment?” he asked, already at ease with the process of interviewing.
 
   “I came here to work with Omer. He needed some help and he pays his soldiers well.” Trae nodded his head at this response. 
 
   “Where are we headed and why are we going there?”
 
   There was no hesitation before he responded. “We are marching up the Gulpa River, past Cotham to the east shore. There is a beach with a clear harbor there that is large enough for ships to make their landing, trade goods, and be on their way. We’re going to deliver the supplies to one of Omer’s trading partners.” When he spoke he looked somewhat confused, as if the question had an obvious answer. For Trae it was interesting how the young men in the army knew where they were headed, but their reasons for going there varied greatly. It seemed that Scar and Omer hadn’t told them a reason for the trip, and they were left to fill in that part as best they could.
 
   “Where do your loyalties lie?” Trae asked, wanting to make this meeting short.
 
   Without hesitation, Jurden leaned forward, and with complete sincerity in his eyes he responded, “I am loyal to my country, my countrymen, and my fellow soldiers. I will give every ounce of my blood to help ensure Denall is better because of me.”
 
   Trae smiled and patted Jurden on the shoulder. “That’s what I thought. You can stand up now.” Jurden stood and Trae put a palm sized ring down on the table. It was solid iron and had no special marks.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   Trae picked up the ring. “I’m a beautiful woman,” he said. The ring glowed with a soft, yellow hew. “It detects lies, and in our interview, you were completely truthful.”
 
   Jurden’s eyes opened wide. “Can I try?”
 
   “Sure,” Trae said with a smile.
 
   Jurden spoke without touching the ring. “I have purple hair.” The ring glowed again, then returned to its natural color. “That’s a great tool!”
 
   Trae nodded, “Yes it is. Now, you are not to tell anyone about this ring,” he cautioned, “until after I have met with everyone.” Trae hadn’t shown it to any of the other men after he had interviewed them, but he thought Jurden would appreciate it, and he had already tested his loyalty with the questions. Although the ring did have some limitations, it was one of the more helpful tools Dune had left with him before vanishing.
 
   Jurden smiled, “Not a problem.” When the ring remained its natural color, Trae nodded with satisfaction and shook Jurden’s hand. Trae stood up and walked around the small desk and opened the flap of the tent to let Jurden leave. Scar was standing outside. 
 
   “Might we have a word with you?” Scar asked.
 
   Trae nodded and stood to the side as Scar and half a dozen of his commanders entered the tent. Although it was a large enough space, it felt crowded with them near the entrance. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Trae asked as they continued to filter in. 
 
   “We are just here to talk,” Scar said.
 
   On his desk the ring began to glow yellow. 
 
   Before he had time to figure out what was really happening, two men grabbed him under the arms and around the neck from behind. Trae channeled his strength through the Strength Stone and pulled free of the men who held him, smashing one with an elbow to the ear. He then punched forward with the same hand, sending the men on either side of him sprawling to the ground. He spun around and defended against a kick while he dropped his shoulder to ram into another soldier, denting his armor and knocking him flat on his back. 
 
   “Stop!” Scar shouted.
 
   Trae turned on the man, ready to pounce, but he held Jurden with a knife to his neck. “If you move to attack me, the boy will die.” The ring on the table stayed black.
 
   Trae stood tall and did not advance. “What is this all about?”
 
   Scar pushed back his bandana and revealed three marks across his forehead. “You know I’m not a simpleton,” Scar responded, “and I know you’re no magician. No magician would stand and fight as you just did. You are a strongarm, an exceptionally powerful strongarm, but fortunately that’s exactly what we’re needing,” he added with a cruel smile. “My question for you is, what happened to my magician?”
 
   Trae leaned forward, ready to attack the man, but he pressed his knifepoint into Jurden’s neck. Trae wanted to keep moving, to attack Scar and take out his commanders, but he couldn’t bring himself to sacrifice Jurden. He knew Dune was on his way, and if he held back, perhaps they would underestimate his strength. He stood still as they wrapped him in thick rope and wrapped thick, leather bands around his arms. When Trae was tied up, Scar threw Jurden to the ground and glared at Trae. 
 
   “Get a fire going,” he said to one of his commanding officers. “And find me a branding iron. I think it’s time for some answers.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   Scar made a public display of Trae’s interrogation in the center of the camp and told all the soldiers to watch as an example of what would happen to them if they were traitors. His ten commanders stood in a circle looking out at the men they had led. While they were the appointed commanders, Trae could see in the eyes of the soldiers who were gathered, that they wanted it to be different. They had pity on him and wanted to help, but none moved to stop this.
 
   He looked to the woods and wondered for the thousandth time where Dune was. He should have been back at least two days ago, but there was still no sign of his magician friend. Scar held the branding iron close to Trae’s skin and shouted a question so everyone gathered could hear. “Are you going to admit that you are a traitor?”
 
   Trae flinched away from the red hot iron and made a decision. Jurden was now out of Scar’s reach, the ten people who needed to be stopped were all close, and it seemed as if Dune was not coming. He needed to get himself out of this. “I am here because I love Denall!” Trae called out over the gathered soldiers. “I am loyal to Denall and all I have done is because of that loyalty. The only traitor here is you.” Trae turned to glare at Scar, and the man leaned in close with the hot iron. 
 
   “That’s what I hoped you’d say, slave,” Scar said with a grin. He pressed the hot iron against Trae’s arm and Trae screamed out in pain. The red metal burned the letter S on him. He was now branded a slave like many of the other men in the camp.
 
   Trae channeled power through the Strength Stone and pushed his body away from the hot iron. He strained and pressed against the ropes and leather straps until they dug into his skin, slowly stretching until they began to tear. As the ropes broke and he burst free of the restraints, he grabbed the hot iron from Scar’s hand and swung around, backhanding Scar with the burning metal. As he was falling to the ground, Trae grabbed him and spun him around, holding him in a head lock to use Scar as a shield. 
 
   The ten commanders drew their weapons and closed in a tight circle around Trae. He knew there was no way to beat ten armed soldiers with a now cooling iron poker and a severely injured arm, but that was not his plan. He needed to start uniting the men behind him. 
 
   “Soldiers of Denall,” he called out to them as he spun in a circle to keep the commanders from attacking his exposed back. “This is no ordinary supply convoy. We are taking supplies to support an invasion of Denall.” Trae could see that the soldiers were not fully convinced, but some of the commanders who had him surrounded turned around to face outward and protect against an uprising. He spun again, keeping Scar between himself and the circle of commanders. If his words did not work soon, he would break Scar’s neck and take out as many of the commanders as he could before he was overpowered.
 
   “Think about it for a moment.” He called out loudly. “Do you really think we need one hundred soldiers and three hundred slaves to protect these carts? They’re filled with food, and clothing; nobody is going to attack us on the road for carting food. Some of you don’t even know that the servants on this trip are slaves. Why else would he have a brand with the letter S on it?” Trae held up his arm to show the group the fresh brand that burned bright on his arm. He stopped talking and let what he had said sink in. The soldiers along the outside began to talk with one another, some even stepped forward with hands raised. 
 
   “Stand down!” Scar called out. “Remain at attention, or you will be punished.”
 
   Jurden was the foremost among the gathered soldiers, and he broke rank to step up, “We can figure this out,” he said, trying to defuse the situation. “If everyone puts down their weapons.”
 
   Trae nodded when Jurden stepped forward. It was a glimmer of hope. If Scar’s men would drop their weapons they would be stopped. “Yes!” Trae said in agreement, “If we can look at the facts, you’ll see that these men are…” Before he could finish, a sharp pain shot up his leg as Scar stabbed him with a concealed knife. Trae fell to the ground, grabbing at his injured leg. Scar kicked Trae’s burned arm and he yelled out in agony.
 
   “That is enough!” Scar bellowed. “This imposter,” he pointed at Trae, “and this traitor,” he pointed at Jurden, “are going to die, along with anyone who supports them.” He looked out at the gathered men. “Would any of you like to share their fate?” at first nobody stirred in the crowd. The soldiers looked nervously from person to person, unsure what to do. Trae could see the conflict in their eyes. They wanted to do what was right, he could tell, they just needed a push.
 
   One soldier stepped forward, his sword held in front of him. Trae could not see his face beneath his helmet’s visor, but he was grateful for this brave man and he released a breath. With one man brave enough to step forward, there was hope. Wren joined him, followed by a dozen more, until the entire army stood with swords pointed to the center of the camp. Seeing that he was outmatched and outnumbered, Scar screamed out and lifted his arm to plunge his dagger down into Trae.
 
   Before he could strike, a large ball of fire came down from the sky, consuming the entire circle of men surrounding Trae. Scar and the commanders were instantly burned to ash along with everything around him. Trae defensively put his hand up to shield him from the heat, but it did not touch him. While the fire burned all around him, there was a circle of unscorched grass immediately around his body. It was a very unsettling sensation to be in the center of a fireball, looking at it from the inside. But quickly it faded away, leaving a pile of ashes where Scar and the commanding officers had been.
 
   The soldiers fell backward and began scrambling about in a panic. Trae scanned the group until his eyes fell on the soldier who had first stepped forward. The mystery soldier pulled off his helmet and Trae recognized Dune.
 
   Trae rolled onto his side, trying to take the weight off his leg, and keep from touching his branded arm, while Dune made his way to the center of the camp, dropping his armor as he walked, revealing a magician’s cloak. When he reached the center he leaned down and pressed his hand on Trae’s leg, and Trae could feel warmth as the wound healed. “Thanks for showing up,” Trae said with a slight frown.
 
   “Don’t mention it,” Dune responded. “I think I’ll take my face back now,” he said, waving his hands in front of Trae, revealing to everyone else that Trae was indeed not the magician they thought he was. Dune pulled him to his feet and the two stood together.
 
   When Dune spoke it was carried with a magical power over the entire camp. “Men of Denall,” he began, “My name is Dune. I am a commander in the king’s army.” He held up a small shield that had the crest of the king, and one by one the men settled down and turned to listen to him. Trae had never seen Dune’s crest before, but from his experience in Norwell, it looked like the ones worn by the King’s Guard. 
 
   “There is an army coming. These supplies are being sent to feed them after a long voyage, and to give them strength to wreak havoc in Northern Denall as a distraction to divide and weaken the king’s army.” He paused for a moment so that what he said would have time to sink in. “What will you do now?” 
 
   It was a bold question, and he let it linger in the air for many silent moments. Finally, Jurden stepped forward.
 
   “We should meet them! We should continue on! We were recruited as soldiers in defense of Denall. Let us defend as we had intended to do!” He stalked passionately in front of his fellow soldiers as he spoke, and then turned to Dune. There was a murmur of ascent that came up from the crowd, and Dune pushed forward with the growing tide of eager voices.
 
   “Yes! Instead of being tricked into falsely supporting invaders you will meet them with an army ready to fight! In place of support they will have resistance. We will cripple this force, giving our king time to mobilize his army for the real invasion. You have been recruited by Omer, one of the king’s appointed barons, and I now ask for your loyalty. Will you go into battle for your country?”
 
   Without a moment of hesitation, Jurden threw his arm up in the air and shouted his agreement. He was joined by Wren, and within a moment a dozen others joined with them. Soon one hundred men were down on one knee, raising their swords in the air to pledge their allegiance to the king.
 
   “I need to inform the king of what is happening, and rally some support. I hope to bring some reinforcements to stand by your side. But until you are joined by other Denallian soldiers, with the authority that I have as a captain of his personal guard, I am appointing Jurden and Wren as commanders of this army. They know where the supplies are headed, and they will lead you well. Your job is to slow down the invaders until reinforcements come,” Dune pronounced. Jurden and Wren both looked completely shocked by the promotion, but humbly nodded their agreeance.
 
   “What about the slaves?” Trae whispered in his ear.
 
   “What do you think we should do with them?” Dune asked.
 
   Trae scratched his head for a moment, “I think we should grant their freedom, and let them choose what they want to do. I imagine most will go home to help with the uprising, that’s what I would do.”
 
   Dune nodded with a smile, “That’s exactly what we’re going to do.” He magnified his voice again, “Men of Hess, gather close so you can see me,” Dune said over the camp. The men dressed in rags and some sturdy work clothing circled around and looked up to Dune with confusion on their faces.
 
   “You have lived your life as slaves to Omer, you have given your sweat and blood to fill his pockets. I promise you that you will receive justice, and he will be punished for his crimes. As we speak there is an uprising, some very good men are going to overthrow Omer and free your families. You have a choice to make. You are brave, strong men, and we would be honored to hire you as soldiers. You will be paid as members of the king’s army under Wren and Jurden’s command, or you are free to go.”
 
   One of the men from Hess stepped forward and called out as if asking the question that was on everyone’s mind. “What do you mean free to go?”
 
    “No man has power over you,” Dune replied. “You are free, and by the time you get back to your families they may already be free as well. You are no longer and will never again be slaves.”
 
   “We’ve never been outside of Hess!” One man said, stepping forward. “How will we get home?” Many others agreed. Before the few men with their complaints could gain any traction, Trae stood up.
 
   “I’ll lead you back,” he said, raising his hands into the air so they could know who was speaking. Dune moved as if to object, but Trae continued. “The soldiers will take the supplies they need, and we’ll take the rest back to Omer’s Keep and to Hess.”
 
   The men of Hess looked in amazement at each other and tears filled their eyes as they embraced and huddled together in groups, talking about what had just happened. Dune stepped up to Trae, “I could really use your help,” he objected.
 
   “So do they,” Trae argued. He rubbed his arm over the scar and looked pleadingly at his friend. “We can’t just send them on their way, they’ll get lost and die. I need to bring them back.”
 
   Dune looked at the men from Hess, then back to Trae. “Does this have anything to do with a certain someone back in Omer’s Keep?” he said with a goofy smile, and exaggerated batting of his eyes.
 
   Trae’s face went slightly red. “No,” he responded quickly.
 
   Dune pulled out the iron ring that was glowing yellow. “Really?”
 
   “Fine,” Trae admitted. “I think Pentra needs my help. I don’t know what was happening back there, but I can’t shake the feeling that she’s in trouble.” He thought of their conversation as they had danced, and the sadness in her eyes.
 
   “What about the invading army, what about Denall?”
 
   From behind him, Trae was startled when a young woman answered Dune’s question. “He needs to go back to Hess, and you need deliver a warning.”
 
   Trae and Dune swung around and found themselves face to face with Maggie. “It’s you.” Dune said in a surprised tone. “Is Melna coming here?”
 
   “No,” Maggie replied. “She’s on her way to Pike Point. She won’t be a problem for you anymore. I’m here to tell you something, although I’m not sure I fully understand it myself.” Dune raised an eyebrow and Trae stood, completely confused as to what was going on. “Mordyar is coming from the south. The Magicians need what they lost.”
 
   Dune dropped his eyebrow and stared at Maggie in complete surprise, then he looked at Trae. “What’s going on?” Trae asked. “What does that even mean?”
 
   At first Dune did not answer, but looked distantly to the south. “That’s a phrase from an ancient magician prophecy,” Dune answered. “It means I need to return home.”
 
   “Right now?” Trae asked in shock. “What about getting the message to the king? What about the reinforcements?” 
 
   “Mordyar is coming from the south. He will kill all of my people if I do not go back. If the magicians unite we might be able to stop him, and at the least we can definitely slow him down. They need to have a warning that he is coming. You need to get a warning to the king. When you get to Omer’s Keep, find a man named Kire. Tell him Mordyar is coming from the south, he’ll know what to do.”
 
   Maggie placed a hand on Trae’s shoulder. “To stop Mordyar, this is what needs to happen.” Trae looked from Maggie to Dune. He was still feeling a little confused by everything that was happening, but he knew that leading the freemen home was what he needed to do right now.
 
   “We want to stay with Jurden and Wren,” called the old man Trae had previously noticed sticking close by him. He was coming toward them with a group of a dozen other slaves. “My name is Asher,” he said, extending his hand. “I have been waiting to be free for forty years – ever since I was brought to this cursed island. I have even been in battle, trying to earn the freedom of my fellows from Hess,” he indicated the scar on his face. “Now that we finally have obtained the thing I have longed for, the entire island seems to be in danger of falling into slavery. I cannot allow this. I don’t know how much I can help, but I’d like to use my freedom to do some good.”
 
   Trae smiled at the older man and the group who stood behind him. It wasn’t the most ideal looking group of soldiers, but they were willing volunteers, and it was their country just as much as it was anyone else’s. Jurden reached out and grasped the older man’s hand. “Welcome to the king’s army!” 
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
   “You are the worst servant in this entire keep!” Kire announced loudly as he woke Kaz in the morning. “Your boots on the floor, my breakfast not served, and now I find you asleep on the couch.” Seeing that Kaz was roused from his sleep, Kire winked and handed him the end of a piece of string. Kaz took the string with a yawn.
 
   “What was that all about?” Kaz asked, still feeling mentally foggy from being woken up so rudely. “And why am I holding this string?” He was about to drop the string when Kire made an urgent motion indicating that he needed to keep holding it.
 
   “This is part of what was in the bag from Dune. It is magically enhanced string. It blocks out any listeners from eavesdropping on our conversation.” The rope didn't look like anything special, but he saw no reason to drop it, so he continued to hold the end of the rope as Kire spoke. “From your description, I think that I met your friend P last night. She goes by Lady Pentra, proud daughter of the baron.”
 
   Kaz abruptly sat up and almost lost his grip on the rope. Pentra being alive was more than he had hoped for. “What was she doing? Does Omer have her working as a servant?”
 
   Kire shook his head. “It is much worse than that; she was dressed in fine clothing and mingling with all the guests, speaking nothing but good words about her father.” 
 
   “That doesn't make any sense,” Kaz began. “She hates her father. She came all the way back here so she could kill him.”
 
   “Kaz, I wish we had time for me to let you figure this out on your own, but we are under a very tight time constraint,” Kire said looking down at him. Kaz had gotten used to Kire’s to the point way of speaking, but it still bothered him to have his inferior reasoning skills pointed out so blatantly. 
 
   “Why? What’s going on?” Kaz asked, looking at the door as if guards were going to burst in at any moment.
 
   “We’re in Omer’s Keep,” Kire answered calmly. “We are trying to overthrow Omer. We’re not safe here. We need to act quickly if we are going to replace him, undo the evil he’s done in the area, save Pentra, and hopefully do it without alerting the handful of people who would actually notice or care if he was gone.”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait!” Kaz said raising his hands to his head to stop the room from spinning. “Did you say replace Omer?”
 
   “Yes of course,” Kire said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Someone needs to take over and help the people of this realm. That part is going to be a little tricky, but I have someone in mind for the job.”
 
   Kaz nodded. “I’ll do it,” he said, sitting up straight on the chair.
 
   Kire placed a hand on Kaz’s shoulder, a smile on his lips. “I appreciate your willingness to help, but the chances of you successfully running this keep in place of Omer and not being noticed is about thirty percent. We need someone who is familiar to the servants and soldiers and knowledgeable about the workings of the keep,” he explained.
 
   “Pentra,” Kaz blurted out. “She could do it.” He cringed slightly, then looked at Kire, “But she’d hate to be cooped up here.”
 
   “She would definitely have a better chance of success than you,” Kire said in a mater-of-fact way. “But, I think we’ll let her decide after we free them.”
 
   “Them?” Kaz asked quickly, then he remembered, “Bendar,” he answered his own question.
 
   “And the people of Hess,” Kire added. He stood up and had a more than usually serious face. “Kaz, there is a lot riding on us succeeding. More than just freeing Pentra and the slaves. It might prove to be instrumental in saving all of Denall, and there is one factor I cannot predict.”
 
   “Just one? That’s not too bad,” Kaz concluded.
 
   “One thing that doesn’t work could bring everything crashing down,” Kire corrected.
 
   “What is it?” Kaz asked. He was worried that there was something Kire couldn’t figure out, but he also was excited that it seemed everything else was going to work.
 
   “I saw Bendar last night,” Kire announced. Kaz wanted to ask a thousand questions about his friend, and he felt his heart leap with excitement. But before he could say anything Kire kept talking. “He was Omer’s decoy. His disguise was quite good, but he speaks far too much like an intellect,” Kire said with a smile.
 
   “He’s being kept against his will, just like Pentra,” Kaz said quickly without any doubt in his mind.
 
   Kire shook his head. “I’m not certain of that. Pentra had no signs of wearing the Hearing Stone, which means he has it again. Her heart rate increased every time she spoke glowingly about Omer, and her facial expressions gave away that she loathes him. Bendar actually looked like he was enjoying himself. He easily bragged about the things that were going well in the keep.”
 
   “Of course he’s excited,” Kaz countered. “He’s from Dungan. This is a fascinating place.”
 
   “You said he acted as Omer’s advisor when you attacked the keep, now he is Omer’s decoy. I don’t know anyone else who has risen so quickly into Omer’s circle.”
 
   “That’s because he looks like Omer,” Kaz interrupted. “He would never side with that evil man!” 
 
   “I understand that he is your friend,” Kire said with a calming gesture, “but it is impossible for me to know with certainty that he is going to side with us.”
 
   “It has nothing to do with calculations or percentages,” Kaz said in an annoyed tone. “He’s my friend and I know him.”
 
   After a long look at Kaz, Kire nodded his head. “I have a meeting with Omer this afternoon, while I’m gone, I’ll need you to go talk with Bendar.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The room where Kire and Kaz were staying was on the east side of the keep. It was a nice, small room, but nothing compared to the lavish apartments Kaz passed as he approached the upper levels of the keep. The wall hangings increased in size, and on the highest floor of the keep the stone floor had been covered with a soft, red carpet. This helped to dull any sound Kaz was making as he moved down the hall, but he guessed that was not the purpose of this extravagant furnishing.
 
   The highest level was eerie and quiet. There were no sounds of other servants rushing about, and no nobles or tradesmen were in sight. Kaz continued down the corridor in the direction Kire had told him he should go to find Omer's dressing room. He tried to look confident, as a servant on an errand should look, but he nearly jumped when a door swung open unexpectedly. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Kaz turned and saw a man emerging from the open door. He was wearing full armor and had Omer's seal on his breastplate. The voice of authority and full plate armor let Kaz know that this man was one of Omer's military leaders, perhaps a top commander in his castle defenses.
 
   “I am going to Omer's changing quarters,” Kaz said as confidently as he could. Due to the large number of doubles for Omer, Kaz felt that this response would avoid unnecessary questions or distractions. It was also the truth and Kaz was not very good at lying.
 
   The man looked down at Kaz and paused for a long moment. “He sure is picking young decoys these days. You best get a move on, the luncheon is starting soon.” Kaz knew that he should go right away to the changing room, but instead he paused outside the open door. “Do you need something else?” The man seemed rushed to get somewhere.
 
   “Do you think I look anything like him?” He needed at some point to find out how many people in the keep could identify Omer.
 
   Much to his delight, the man looked down at Kaz and gruffly replied, “How should I know, kid? Now get out of here!” Kaz quickly moved down the hall, breathing a sigh of relief. When he arrived at the door of the changing room, he pushed the door open and came face to face with Bendar, getting prepared to act as Omer in the upcoming meeting. 
 
   Bendar looked at Kaz. In an instant, his face changed from surprise, to recognition, then back into character as Omer. Kaz was probably the last person Bendar thought he would see in Omer's dressing room. Staying in character, Bendar waved for his other servants to clear the room while he called for Kaz to help him put on his shoes. When the room was clear he asked, “What are you doing here?”
 
   Kaz handed Bendar the end of a piece of string, which Bendar took with a look of apprehension. “I'm here to get you out of this place,” Kaz replied quickly. Then dropping all pretenses he grabbed his friend in a long embrace. Kaz was surprised that Bendar did not return the hug, but instead stood stock-still. When Kaz pulled back from the hug we was surprised to see a look of deep contemplation on Bendar’s face instead of happiness.
 
   When he spoke his words were intense, on the fringe of anger. “I risked my life to get you as far away from here as possible. I gave up everything for you. Why didn't you just stay away? Do you not care at all for the sacrifices I have made?” 
 
   Hurt and a little surprised, Kaz retorted, “I'm here to save you. Do you understand the risk I've taken to come here?”
 
   Bendar waved him to silence. “The risk you took! I was starved in their dungeon for a week just to convince Omer that I was telling the truth about that stone being stolen. Now I do not sleep, I barely eat, and I am sworn to spend every waking hour searching for those wretched Stones of Power. He has threatened to kill my family.”
 
   At this declaration Kaz began to understand the true risk he was taking in trusting Bendar to be a part of their plans. Bendar was his friend, but no matter how strong a friendship, he understood that Bendar could not agree to help them when it meant risking the lives of his parents. Kaz became acutely aware of the stone he felt against his skin. 
 
   “You're right. I should probably go,” Kaz said, realizing that he needed to get out of the keep, regroup with Kire and make a better plan -- one that did not depend on Bendar.
 
   As soon as Kaz suggested leaving, Bendar's eyes narrowed. Kaz had spoken too soon and given away his desire to be out of the keep.
 
   “You have the stone with you right now do you not?” Bendar said, looking Kaz over. Kaz backed up against the wall as Bendar advanced. “You really should not have come back.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
   Kire was surprised at the luncheon when he was seated with some nobles, but Omer did not come. He ate the food and talked with several potential customers about the medicinal benefits of his creams and lotions. He did his best to hide the feeling that something was going terribly wrong. While their plan was not complicated, he had not felt entirely confident that Kaz was ready to complete his part. He was a good man with a solid head on his shoulders, but an impulsive head. He also had some strong reservations about Bendar.
 
   When the final course was cleared, Kire stood and was preparing to retire to his quarters when he was delivered a note. Thanking the servant who delivered the message, Kire moved to a secluded place in the dining room and read the short summons to meet with Omer.
 
   On the outside, Kire was as calm and level as always, but on the inside he was in a complete panic. This was not a social call to discuss the next shipment of ointment. The note was written in short, fast cursive – the handwriting of an angry man capable of anything. Kire was not concerned for himself; he had gotten out of tighter fixes than this before, but he was deathly scared for his young companion. What had Kaz done to attract such attention?
 
   Sitting outside in the waiting room was a familiar face. “Hello Lady Pentra,” Kire said with an incline of his head.
 
   As a noble she did not need to acknowledge the greeting of a tradesman, but she did turn to face him and returned a polite salutation. 
 
   “Hello Kire.” Kire looked at Pentra quizzically as if to ask how she knew his name. In response to his look she added, “My friends call me P.”
 
   “P it is then.” A large bodyguard who was standing near Pentra cleared his throat meaningfully, and Pentra was quick to turn herself away from Kire, closing off any further opportunity of conversation. He did not know what he was going to witness when he walked through the large doors that loomed in front of him, but he did know now that he had an ally. A potentially unstable, revenge seeking ally, but all the same, he was not going in alone.
 
   The doors opened and Pentra and Kire were escorted into the room by her bodyguard. The room was much more crowded than normal as Pentra’s bodyguard took up position on one side of Kire and Pentra and another moved forward to stand on their other side. Two more guards stood on either side of Omer’s desk. In the corner the scribe was sitting taking careful notes, and behind the desk Omer was sitting next to a young man Kire quickly identified as Bendar. 
 
   “Hello, Lord Omer,” Kire said with a respectful bow. “What an honor it is to be invited to your audience chamber.”
 
   “Dispense with the pleasantries, Kire. What are you doing here?” Omer was clearly upset.
 
   “I'm here to trade for your wonderful honey,” Kire began with a friendly smile. 
 
   “Trinac,” Omer said as though bored. Kire saw a shadow move on the wall, and he knew the bodyguard behind him was moving to strike. He could have dodged the blow and started a fist fight, but he needed more information from Omer. He moved slightly to lessen the impact as the guard kicked him in the back of the knee. Kire fell to the ground and remained there looking frail and injured. 
 
   While he was getting up, Pentra interceded. “What are you doing, Father? What is the meaning of this?” She reached down and gave a hand to Kire to help him to his feet.
 
   Omer surprised Kire with his next move. He lifted a small, polished stone in his left hand and placed it on the desk in front of him. A small door on the far side of the room opened and a guard led Kaz into the chamber, bound and blindfolded. He had a large, purplish bruise that had already formed on his left cheek, and his face and shirt were heavily streaked with blood. The guard roughly pushed Kaz into the room, causing him to stumble and fall to the ground near where the scribe was sitting, not recording what happened in this meeting. 
 
   Kaz started to struggle to his feet as Bendar gracefully rose to his. “I grew up with this boy. I know what he is capable of.” He looked at Kire with a penetrating stare. “When he came to the dressing room and told me of his plan to kill Omer I relieved him of this.” Holding out a polished stone of his own, he dropped it on the table and then continued. “As promised Omer, I have delivered the stone.” Kire looked at Kaz and then over at Bendar. Something wasn’t quite adding up with this situation. 
 
   Omer picked up the stone, placed his hand under his large, marble desk and strained his muscles to heft the desk into the air. The desk did not move. Anger filled his face and he flushed red. “It's not the Strength Stone!” Then he regained some calm and continued, “However it is still one less out in the wild; one I can give to my master when he arrives.”
 
   Bendar, still standing, made a bow to Omer. “I am sorry that this is not what you were seeking, but it is delivered, as promised, and we now have all the traitors gathered.” Bendar’s voice was slightly trembling and he looked up to the left. He was lying, but why? What did he have to hide? Who was he lying to? Then Bendar turned to Pentra and Kire and made steady eye contact with each in turn as he addressed them. “To make sure you do not get any ideas, I have summoned all of Omer's personal guards.”
 
   Pentra made an imperceptible shift in her weight as if preparing to lunge at Omer, but Kire reached out and softly touched her arm. Kire looked around the room. The men who were gathered were not the same guards that had flanked Bendar the previous night; these were Omer’s personal guards. 
 
   Bendar continued to address Kire. “Kaz told me everything. He told me how he planned to replace Omer, and how he thought that you could just pick someone new to take over at this keep. The only thing he needed from me was to play along in this traitorous scheme. Perhaps you thought I would be the one to replace Omer.” Bendar looked over at Omer and then he looked back at Kire. “You have no idea what it takes to maintain safety in a dangerous realm -- it takes loyalty and friends.” Bendar inclined his head slightly as he finished his small speech. 
 
   When Bendar finished speaking, Kire felt he had almost everything figured out that was happening in the room. He was about to release his grip on Pentra’s arm and start the fight for the keep when Omer stood up. He angrily slammed his hands down on the large desk. “Did you honestly think you could replace me? Nobody can replace me! You don't even have the slightest idea of the plans that are in place, plans to ensure our safety for generations.” Omer stood, waiting for a response, and Kire took a step forward. When he moved, none of the guards closed in. As he predicted, they foolishly thought he was no threat. That would work to his advantage.
 
   “I think I have a pretty good idea of your plans,” Kire said in a calm tone. He did not need to raise his voice as Omer did to get people to listen; when he spoke, people listened because he had a presence that demanded respect. He wanted to slow things down a bit so he could have time to assess the threats in the room. 
 
   “You simple-minded fool!” Omer interrupted loudly. “You just make healing balms! What could you possibly know or understand about what happens here?” 
 
   Omer stood waiting for a response, but Kire was looking around the room at the gathered soldiers. They were all strongarms, probably ones that had been used in the experimentations Dune had told him about. They would have exceptional strength. After making a quick look around the room, he directed his attention back to Omer. “So you're done with your rant, are you?” Kire asked rhetorically. “Good, then I will begin; correct me if I'm wrong on any points. Though you typically order two or three jars of each ointment and balm which I produce, this year I received an order for an entire wagonload of supplies, with an emphasis on the ointments meant to treat open wounds. This was the first clue that you were doing something here other than business as usual. This amount is sufficient to sustain a small army. But how could you raise an army? Despite your heavy recruiting this previous season, there could not have been more than a hundred or so available men of fighting age in a demographic that would be interested in the pay rate you offer for hired muscle.” Kire paused for a moment to note Omer’s surprised and unsettled look. Before allowing Omer to recover from his stunned silence, he continued. “However, a batch of naïve new recruits could easily be sent with a few hundred slaves from Hess to deliver supplies to feed an invading force that will be landing shortly. Have I missed anything yet?” Kire was staring Omer directly in the eye and his penetrating look demanded silence. “The main body of men has left already with wagons and some supplies, there are more slaves awaiting marching orders, and your extra carts and wagons are arriving to transport the remaining supplies within days.”
 
   Pentra's breath caught as Kire said these words. “He is sending more men out to be killed for their gifts?” Her question was directed to Kire. 
 
   “Practically all of them I would wager,” he said, looking at Omer. “His lust for power is so great and his value for life is so little that he would sacrifice every one of them for the chance of raising an army that would allow him to seize control of the whole country.”
 
   “Stop this at once!” Omer said, turning beet red and jumping to his feet as he slammed his fist on the table again. “If you think you have it all figured out, then answer this, herb trader, why would I ever want to support Mordyar's army? My entire life is Denall.” After this question, he sat in his chair to resume the proceedings. “Now as punishment for your crimes…”
 
   Continuing in a steady tone despite the personal danger, Kire addressed Omer. “I’m not finished yet, you imbecile.” Then Kire turned to the guards. “Indeed, why would you ever align yourself with Mordyar? What would you have to gain from the destruction of the kingdom? You have more wealth and power than anyone – except the king.” Omer’s face flushed at this statement. Kire leaned forward and placed his hands down on Omer’s desk and glared at the baron. “You think you can double cross Mordyar? Allow him to weaken Denall, remove the king, and then what? You will swoop in to save the kingdom, using your army of super soldiers to take down the most powerful sorcerer the world has ever known? You are a fool. And the worst part is, you could have done such good,” Kire concluded with a sad look on his face, “but you would rather be a ruler over a broken country, than a hero who helped save it.”
 
   Omer looked shocked and surprised that Kire had outlined almost every part of a plan that he had thought was completely secret. He recovered quickly though and laughed out loud. “Save Denall? Do you really think we can stand against Mordyar? He has crushed nations with twice our military power.” 
 
   Kire shook his head in despair. “He is weak,” he said, looking at the two foreign guards in the room. “Just look at these men. They needed to take someone else’s gift just to stand against Denallian men. Mordyar needed your supplies and support for his invading army, did he not? Don’t you see? The reason other nations have fallen is because they were not united. It’s because of men like you.” He pointed his finger accusingly at Omer. “And that is why we’re taking you down!”
 
   As if on cue, Kaz swung his arms in an arc toward the nearest guard. The guard noticed Kaz's movement a moment too late and the shackles that held his hands together caught the guard in the face, breaking his nose and bringing immediate tears to his eyes. Kaz used this moment of surprise to strike the scribe. The scribe had a fraction of a second warning to prepare a defense, but it was a weak one. He saw Kaz swinging with full force at his head and he placed both hands in front of his face bracing himself for the impact of the metal connecting with his strong hands. Unfortunately, the scribe had covered his line of sight and at the last moment, Kaz changed the direction of his swing and without losing any speed or force he hit the man right in the groin. Kaz then turned to deliver a powerful kick to the head of the guard who was recovering his sight and a knee to the face of the scribe, who was bent in half, holding his injured manhood.
 
   Although shocked at first, either by Kaz's miraculous recovery to full vitality, or by the fact that he was attacking guards while blindfolded, the others in the room were quick to join the action. Omer drew his sword and swung it at Kire. The older man ducked nimbly under the swing and struck out with a kick to the knee of the guard closest to him. He rolled to the side to avoid a downward swing from the second guard, and came up on his feet behind a guard. He dodged to the side as the guard threw a wild punch and then he quickly shot his arm out poking the guard in the eyes. The massive man reached for his face and dropped to the ground and Kire knocked his head off the solid desk leaving him unconscious on the floor.
 
   After missing Kire, Omer leapt across the table and straight toward Pentra with rage in his eyes. The four remaining guards rallied around Omer and surrounded Pentra. While they were wise to recognize the danger that Pentra was to them, they were also colossally foolish to ignore Kire and the blindfolded and shackled Kaz. Kire turned and grabbed the foreign guard on his left, pressing his thumb into a pressure point on the guard’s wrist that made him scream out in pain. The large guard turned around to deliver a spinning backhand to Kire, but Kire dodged the massive fist, and stomped down hard on the man’s foot, then drove his elbow into the man’s gut. He shifted his weight to his left leg and kicked backward with his right hitting the man in the knee. There was a loud cracking sound, and the guard fell to the ground clutching his leg. 
 
   Across the room, Kaz moved quickly to intercept the other foreign guard on the left side of the desk. This guard had been standing closest to Omer and was the largest of the guards in the room. Despite his size, he moved very quickly. Kaz swung his shackled hands toward the large man, but the guard ducked the swing and made a quick jab as a counter attack. Though still blindfolded, Kaz was able to dodge the incoming fist and counter by landing a quick kick to the guard's ribs. As Kaz connected with the ribs, Kire heard a sharp popping sound, and the guard let out an agonized scream. Then the guard lunged forward with lightning speed, with both hands out, catching Kaz around the middle. The initial hit knocked Kaz off balance, and as the two men fell to the floor, Kaz swung wildly, hitting the man again and again in the head with his chains while the man squeezed Kaz's middle. The two fell in a heap, Kaz’s face turning bright red as the guard was quickly crushing the air and life out of him.
 
   Kire reached down and picked up a paper weight off Omer's desk and threw it at the guard’s side. When it struck the man on top of Kaz, he winced and released a little, giving Kaz a chance to take in a large gulp of air. “Your rings,” Kire shouted as he punched one of the guards who was closing in on Pentra.
 
   While the guard in front of him turned around with his teeth bared, from the corner of his eye he saw Kaz swing down and punch the guard on both sides of his head with the heat and cold rings. The foreign guard released his hold and Kaz began beating down with his shackles again until the man stopped moving.
 
   The guard approached. Kire looked at the hulking man with a sword in his hand, he had definitely been part of the magic experiments Dune had told him about, with super human strength, but he was no intellect. Kire backed up until he was just a few inches from Omer’s wooden desk. The guard raised his sword high in the air and struck down with all his strength. Kire stepped slightly to the side and the man’s sword slammed into the solid oak. As Kire had calculated, the petrified wood was nearly as hard as stone, and the man’s sword bounced off it vibrating the weapon from his hands. Kire leapt up onto the desk, then using the height advantage, he jumped toward the soldier with his knee forward. The guard blocked his forward knee by pushing it to the side. Using the added momentum of his twisting body, along with the downward force of his jump, Kire drove his elbow into the man’s face. Smashing his mouth and philtrum. The man’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the ground.
 
    
 
   Pentra dodged between the two guards who approached her before Omer had the chance to strike. Just before the first guard reached her, she had a bread knife ready from a hidden fold in her dress, and hurled it at one of the guards burying it deep in his chest. He fell to the ground, grasping at the knife, and Omer pushed him to the side, holding his sword pointing at his daughter while the second guard at her side grabbed her arms and pinned them behind her back. 
 
   “Stop!” It was Omer speaking loudly. He had his sword drawn and was holding it only inches from Pentra's head. “If you take one step she will die,” He said addressing Kire who was now standing over two unconscious guards. 
 
   Kire stood still as he watched Omer. “What are you going to do now?” Kire asked. Omer’s advantages were all lost. Three of his guards were unconscious, one was dead and a forth was still groaning on the floor, holding his groin. Trinac and one remaining guard had their swords drawn and were surrounding Pentra.
 
   “If you move I will kill her,” Omer said, holding his sword closer to Pentra.
 
   “If you kill her, I will kill you,” Kire responded. Then he took a step forward. 
 
   Omer pushed the sword so the point was touching Pentra’s chest over her heart. “Don’t test me, herb trader,”
 
   “I imagine you have about ten seconds left,” Kire began.
 
   Omer scrunched his face in confusion, “What are you talking about?”
 
   Kire held up a hand showing all fingers and put one down at a time. “Five, four, three, two, one.” As he said one he pointed to the floor and Omer dropped his sword and fell to the ground.
 
   Trinac and the other guard reacted quickly. The guard picked up Omer and Trinac released Pentra and ran to Omer’s side, picking up the baron’s sword, and pointed it at Pentra. 
 
   Omer was still conscious, but his body was limp as if all muscles had lost their power to move. “What’s happening to me? Bendar get over here!” Omer commanded. 
 
   Bendar approached quickly as if ready to help his master, then, in a flash he drew Trinac’s long knife from its sheath at his hip, and with two calculated movements, both guards fell to the ground – dead.
 
   Omer lay helpless on the ground, looking up at Bendar with confusion, then at Pentra with fear. Kire joined the tight circle that surrounded Omer and looked down on him. “What happened?” asked Omer, in a weak, cracked voice.
 
   Kire was the one to respond. “That polished stone was enchanted by a friend of mine. The magic makes the person who uses it immobile shortly after holding the stone and activating his gift.” Kire smiled and added, “It's quite a clever trick.”
 
   Kire looked to Bendar. “It’s good to have you with us,” he said with an incline of his head.
 
   “Wait a second,” Kaz blurted out. He was just getting out from underneath the large soldier. “Don’t you want to know what happened?”
 
   Kire looked at Bendar and they shared a knowing grin. “I think it is pretty obvious,” Kire concluded. 
 
   “Really?” Kaz asked incredulously.
 
   “The makeup that made you look all beaten up was blotchy, it was far too soon for the bruises to be that color, and the way the purple makeup was applied was thick and uneven, similar to how Bendar applied his disguises when he dressed as Omer, so I knew you and Bendar were working together. When I approached Omer’s desk I was just trying to get in position to strike this soldier down,” he pointed at the large, foreign man who was lying on the ground, “and I wanted Dune’s decoy magic stone to have time to activate and disable Omer.” Kaz looked crestfallen and Kire patted him on the shoulder. “Just because it didn’t fool me, doesn’t mean it wasn’t well done.”
 
   Bendar leaned over Omer. “I guess it was a good thing that it wasn’t as hard to fool this one.”
 
   “Now we’ll need to figure out what to do with him,” Pentra said as she leaned in close. “You have a choice, father. Life or Death?”
 
   Omer stared unblinking and defiantly spat out the word, “Death!”
 
   Pentra nodded her head and turned to the men who were standing nearby. She reached into Omer’s pocket and took out the Hearing Stone. “I guess he’s going to join the village of Hess to be their slave and servant.” Everyone smiled at the decision. Pentra grabbed Omer from the back of the hair and struck his head against the stone floor. “There. Now we can transport him safely to Hess.”
 
   “Before we allow him to have that kind of freedom,” Bendar interjected, “I think some time in the dungeon might be in order. I have a couple of questions I need to ask him. I know a lot about how the keep is run, but there are a few things we’ll need to learn from him for the next baron to make a smooth transition.”
 
   Pentra nodded thoughtfully. “I actually wanted to talk with you about that,” she said to Bendar. “As the heir to Omer, I want to appoint you to take over running the keep, helping the people of this realm and freeing the slaves.”
 
   “I thought that would be the case,” Bendar said with a nod of his head.
 
   “What?” Kaz said, as he stepped forward and grabbed Bendar’s arm. He turned and looked at Kire who nodded in confirmation. Kaz turned back to Bendar, shaking his head in protest when Bendar cut him off.
 
   “I have replaced Omer enough times that most of the castle staff think I am Omer. The ones who know I’m not actually like me better than the real Omer, so I think they will be happy with the change. I have been running much of the operation here. I know how to change things. I already have a plan to get things back in order, and the allies and friends I’ve made here will keep me pretty safe during the transition. Besides, Kaz,” Bendar said as he stepped up to his friend, and placed his arm over Kaz’s shoulder and pulled him in for a hug, “this is something that I need to do. I came here to save your life and make up for what happened to Garin. I need to make things right.” 
 
   “What happened to Garin was not your fault,” Kaz corrected his friend.
 
   “I know,” Bendar agreed. “But it will continue to happen to others if someone does not stop it. I can stop it. I think I have found my purpose, Kaz. I guess the Troven worked.”
 
   Kaz embraced his friend tightly for a moment, then he looked in Bendar’s eyes. “It worked for both of us,” he said with a smile.
 
   “I will stay with you.” Kire added. “I will be your advisor in the keep for a time -- if you will have me.” 
 
   Bendar's face split in a wide grin as he nodded fervently. “Of course you can stay. I would love to have you here.”
 
   “It’s settled then,” Pentra announced. “I also have some friends in the castle who will be thrilled by the change and will help keep you safe, if they know you are dedicated to stopping the slavery.”
 
   “There is one last thing that needs to be done,” Kire cautioned. “We’ll need to gather any of the servants who might resist the transition in leadership and make sure they are quickly silenced.” 
 
   “I already have a plan for that,” Bendar responded. Kaz looked at him questioningly. “I like to have everything calculated, you know that.”
 
   “That’s true,” Kaz admitted with a grin.
 
   “I also have some questions for our foreign guests.” Kire gestured toward the men who were still alive. “I feel that they will be of great use in gathering information about their people and the army that is coming. If these men were any indication, we will have our hands full when an army comes across the border.”
 
   “As my advisor,” Bendar answered, “You will have the authority to meet with anyone in the dungeons, the barracks or the servants’ quarters in order to better give me advice.”
 
   Kire nodded in satisfaction. “That will definitely be helpful on a lot of levels.”
 
   Kaz walked up next to Pentra and asked in a quiet voice, “How are you doing with everything?”
 
   Pentra looked at Bendar and Kire, then back to her unconscious father. “I think for once I’ll be proud to be Omer’s daughter,” she said with one of her rare smiles. “I might actually start going by Pentra again.” Then her features were solemn. “But first, we need to get the slaves out of the dungeon and back home to their families.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
   Omer, a man who would be moving forward with a new outlook on life, and new policies to match, was seated behind his desk with a newly appointed advisor seated on one side and his daughter on the other. His new scribe, a rather tall and young looking man with a bow, was sitting as unobtrusively as possible with a pen in hand at the desk on the far side of the room. The back passage opened and three guards came up from the dungeon. 
 
   “These men,” Bendar said, gesturing to the guards and scribe who were bound and gagged, and to the unconscious Omer, who now had a shaved head and was dressed in rags, “made an attempt on my life and will be secluded in the dungeon until they rot!” Bendar had seen Omer send men to the dungeon on many occasions, so he knew that if he specified they were assassins, they would be kept in the darkest corner of the dungeon in seclusion with no chance for escape – even for men this strong. “Clean up the rest.” Bendar said with an absent wave of his hand toward the dead bodies. “I also have orders for the slaves to be moved today.”
 
   “But my Lord…” the prison guard began with confusion. “To where are they being moved?” The man's face flushed with embarrassment at not being able to immediately follow orders, and perhaps with some fear that he would be punished.
 
   Bendar leaned over to his advisor and Kire whispered into his ear. “Good acting there Omer, just don't go too over the top.” Kire smiled and sat back in his seat.
 
   Bendar looked at the jail guard. “To the back of the keep. Next to the supply barn. He can help you.” Bendar pointed at the scribe. “Make sure all is ready in an hour.” Cleaning up bodies and prisoners from Omer’s meeting room was no unusual task. The strange news was that the scribe, Kaz, was to attend the prison guard, and help direct the early movement of the slaves.
 
   “Also,” Lady Pentra added hastily with a glance at her father and his advisor, “There is a man who was taken to the dungeons some time ago on the charge that he was impersonating a King’s Guardsman. Please have him cleaned up and brought to us.” 
 
   With a nod of approval at this final command, Omer stood up and stalked out of the room. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kaz stepped gingerly down on another damp stone step as he descended the stairs to the dungeon. The air was thick with moisture and a stench of sweat and death. When he reached the final step, Kaz cast his eyes around the room and was devastated by what he saw. The large room housed dozens of people. There were many more than he had expected. He thought the men from Hess would be left in Hess until they were ready to travel, but Omer had a lot of them down in the dungeon. It was probably some kind of way to instill fear in them. They were all standing shoulder to shoulder in small cells or tied to the prison walls. Guards walked the perimeter of the room on platforms that stood along each of the walls, carrying large cudgels and whips. The prison guards who had escorted Kaz downstairs began to spread the word that the slaves would be moved out ahead of schedule. 
 
   The guards roughly arranged the emaciated slaves into lines and escorted them down a corridor that would lead outside of the prison. Kaz caught sight of Dirt and Smudge being roughly pushed into line. Though his heart leapt to see that they were still alive, it made him sick to see how much the two of them had lost weight in the months they had been imprisoned. It seemed Smudge’s spark had been entirely extinguished.
 
   Most of the thin men were dressed in rags that barely covered their bodies. They shuffled along with slumped shoulders and downcast faces. Kaz knew that these men would soon be sent home to their families, and that their freedom would be granted, but looking at them he did not know if even that could possibly lift their trampled spirits.
 
   “Wait here,” one of the guards called out to the line of men. He then gestured for Kaz and the guards who were dragging Omer and the other unconscious prisoners to follow him down an exceptionally dark hall. They kept walking until they came to an iron reinforced door. The guard unlocked the door and pushed it open, then they descended down a flight of stone stairs.
 
   Kaz followed the guards to the lowest level of the dungeon. The large room had several small cells along each wall. Each cell was separated from the others with a solid stone wall. Kaz ensured that the guards were secured in separate cells, and Omer was given his own cell that was deeper down a side hall where nobody could hear anything he might say. On his way out of the dungeon he pointed at some prisoners. 
 
   “What are these men here for?”
 
   “This level is reserved for traitors. In fact, this one here is the man Lady Pentra spoke of,” answered one of the guards.
 
   Kaz looked into the faces of the men who sat in these cells as the guards relayed orders to have the prisoner processed for an audience before Baron Omer. The prisoners all had long beards and downcast eyes. He quickened his pace to follow the first guard, determined to speak with Bendar about these prisoners. If they were traitors to Omer, they might be good men.
 
   He hurried up to the level where the slaves were being marched in lines to the outside. As they stepped out into the sunlight, they shielded their eyes as they adjusted to the light they had probably not seen in some time. One slave stumbled as he took the final step out of the dungeon and a guard grabbed him and roughly pushed him back up to his feet.
 
   Kaz placed a hand on the guard’s shoulder. “Please be kind to them,” he pleaded. “They have done nothing to deserve this treatment.” He didn’t know if his words had any impact on the dungeon guard, but for now it did not matter. These men would be free in a few moments.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kire and Bendar walked through the keep down from the audience chamber toward Maven’s rooms. “I’m not sure why we’re starting with him,” Bendar said to his advisor as they continued down the hall. “Are not the men of Mordyar more of an urgent threat?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Kire responded, “But from what you’ve told me, I want to meet with this man. If he knows so much about the Stones of Power and the Changing, he’ll probably know something about Mordyar, and other than Mordyar’s men, he is one person who can definitely tell that you are not Omer. Besides, Mordyar’s men don’t know anything is happening. When they see you making changes they’ll probably come to you with questions, or start acting differently, and we’ll know who they are.”
 
   Bendar shook his head. “I guess that makes sense,” he admitted, “but nobody really listens to Maven. I often think he is losing his mind. He told me Mordyar was in the Orften Mountains in the east. That makes no sense at all!”
 
   “True,” Kire admitted, “But even the brightest of minds can be wrong from time to time.”
 
   Bendar stepped out in front of Kire and gripped a door handle. “Here we are,” He pulled open the door and took a step into the office. Kire hesitantly walked in, stepping on some papers that had been thrown on the floor. The room was a mess. Books were turned off shelves, the floor was covered in papers, his inkwell had been tipped over, and his desk was wiped clean of anything.
 
   Kire picked up a thin notebook from the floor and opened the front page. Before he could read anything on the book they heard a commotion in the next room. “Let’s go!” Kire ran out the door into the hallway and ducked back into the next room. An older man was standing by an open door with a large soldier standing by his side. Kire dove forward, grabbing the older man by the shirt.
 
   “Ahh! Let me go!” he screamed. The large solder pulled the older man one direction while Kire pulled the other.
 
   Bendar came running into the room and he joined with Kire in pulling on the man. “Maven, we’re not going to let him take you!”
 
   Maven kicked out and hit Bendar in the shin. “You’re the new Omer! I hate Omer!”
 
   Kire shifted Maven’s body to the side and struck out with a side kick that hit the soldier in the ribs. He grunted in pain and let go of Maven. Both Kire and Bendar fell backward, holding tight to Maven as the large soldier slammed the door shut.
 
   Bendar ran up and threw himself against the wall, but it did not budge. “It’s barred shut,” he said.
 
   “Why would he lock himself in a closet?”
 
   “I was going to ask you the same thing. There must be some kind of passage out the back of that closet. Where could it lead?”
 
   Kire shook his head, “At this point it doesn’t matter,” he answered. The red marks on his head flared to life as he did some mental calculations. “Lock Maven in his room, get Pentra and Kaz over here, our plans need to change. Mordyar’s men know who you are.”
 
   “Kaz is already in the dungeon, he’ll be leading the slaves out in a matter of minutes.”
 
   Kire exhaled slowly, not liking the fact that their hand was being forced, and they needed to move forward without time to consider everything that was happening. “We’ll go to Pentra’s room and tell her to bring her servant friend. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lord Omer walked briskly through the main hallway of the keep. As a group of three servants stopped what they were doing and bowed their heads, he paused for a moment and returned the gesture with a small nod of acknowledgement. Although Omer would never have acknowledged the servants, Bendar hoped that he could start making changes within the keep today that would spread quickly into his realm. It was strange how the knowledge that he would now be the baron was already changing the way he thought. Even something as simple as acknowledging a guard could have ramifications. He didn’t know how comfortable he was with this amount of power, but he did feel good about the wealth he now controlled that he could use to do some good in the area, and hopefully in support of the king against the fast approaching invasion. 
 
   “I require all servants to assemble behind the keep next to the loading bay. I will be making an announcement for everyone shortly. Spread the word, and be there in ten minutes,” he ordered the three servants who seemed unsettled by the greeting he had given them.
 
   As he walked towards Pentra’s room, he passed the captain of the guards. “Captain Harold,” Bendar said in a commanding voice. “Are the carts and horses in order to make a shipment?”
 
   The Captain looked at the ground. “Not yet, my Lord,” he answered, then he quickly added, “but they can be made ready within the hour.” Having responded, Harold stood at attention waiting for Omer's response. 
 
   Bendar turned to Kire. “One hour, will that be soon enough?”
 
   Kire bowed, “Yes, My Lord. That should be sufficient time.”
 
   Bendar looked at the captain and nodded his head. “Assemble all of the soldiers and guards from the keep. Have them in ranks behind the keep in ten minutes. I have an announcement, then we will be gathering the carts and horses.”
 
   “Yes sir,” he said, then quickly turned and marched down the hall.
 
   “Harold is a good man,” Bendar said to Kire as the Captain disappeared. “He oversees the training of the soldiers and defense of the keep. He doesn’t do anything with Hess, or thieving in the realm. Most of those soldiers are outside the keep right now.”
 
   Kire nodded. “We’ll deal with them later. Where is Pentra’s room?”
 
   Bendar pointed up the hall, “Just up ahead.”
 
   “Good,” Kire pulled out a small piece of paper.
 
   When they came to Pentra’s room, Bendar knocked and then opened the door without waiting for a reply. When they entered the room he saw Pentra hugging a servant girl. “What’s going on?” she asked as they barged in.
 
   “Who is that? Can you trust her?” Kire asked as they closed the door tight behind them.
 
   “This is Brooklyn,” she said with a confused look on her face. “She has been sneaking food to Hess since I left. I fully trust her.”
 
   Without another word, Kire rushed in and went straight to a writing desk and began scrolling a quick note, and Bendar reached out his hand in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you,” Bendar said with a smile. “Sorry for the rush, but we believe it was leaked to Mordyar’s men that I am not Omer.”
 
   “Bendar, do you know how many of Mordyar’s soldiers are in the keep?” Kire asked over his shoulder as he wrote.
 
   Bendar nodded his head, “Other than Omer’s personal guards, most of Mordyar’s soldiers have arrived within the past six months. When they arrived, instead of registering them with a name, he just numbered them, so I took special note of that. Most of them left with Scar in the first supply delivery. There are only eight soldiers left in the keep who are loyal to Mordyar. I don’t know where they are stationed, what they look like, or even their names. Except the one we encountered in Maven’s room,” he added.
 
   Kire looked at Pentra and then back to Bendar. “That means there are eight people hiding in the keep who will try to kill you at their next opportunity. We need to draw them out now so we can eliminate the threat.”
 
   “That’s easy,” Bendar said with a grin. “I’ll just share Mordyar’s plans when we announce that the slaves are being released.”
 
   “Perfect,” Kire said with a nod. “Brooklyn, I need you to do something for me,” Kire said as he folded the note in half. “Bring this to the back of the keep, look for a tall young man with a black bow. He should be escorting a group of slaves out of the dungeon. His name is Kaz. You need to get this note to him.”
 
   Brooklyn bobbed her head, “Yes sir,” she quickly agreed.
 
   “If you pass any other servants on the way, please have them all gather outside the keep. Pentra, I need you to sweep the halls on the south side of the building. If you see any soldiers refusing to go outside, and who will not listen to your orders, take them out.” Pentra and Brooklyn both nodded, then left the room.
 
   When he was alone with Kire, Bendar took a deep breath. “Is this going to work?”
 
   Kire rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “This plan has a favorable probability of success,” he replied. “Even if it is a complete failure and we don’t stop Mordyar’s men, at least you will know that you helped bring an end to Omer today.”
 
   Bendar scowled slightly. “That is not very comforting.”
 
   Kire smiled at him and pointed down the hall. “Time to go. You have a speech to give.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When they came around the corner of the massive stone building, Kaz was surprised at the group that had gathered. It seemed like all the soldiers, servants and workers from the keep had been ordered to gather. The guards led the men from Hess out into the open area to stand in front of a large wagon. When they were out in the courtyard, Kaz began looking around. He thought Bendar would be here waiting for them when they arrived, but it seemed things had changed. 
 
   To his left, the servants were loading supplies into small carts. On his right soldiers were lined up standing at attention as if ready for an inspection. Many of the castle workers were bringing more carts with them as they assembled in a large crowd. Despite the large crowd, a hooded man caught his eye. But before he could investigate he felt someone tapping on his arm.
 
   “Excuse me, Kaz,” Kaz turned around and saw a blonde servant girl about his age.
 
   “Yes?” he responded hesitantly.
 
   “I’m Brooklyn, I have a note for you,” she passed him the note and waited for a second. “Omer said it was urgent,” she added.
 
   Kaz opened the note and recognized Kire’s handwriting:
 
   Eight traitors. They know about Bendar. Keep a sharp eye, bow ready.
 
   Kaz looked up from the note at the girl who delivered it. “Who gave you this?”
 
   “He didn’t give his name,” she admitted. “He was an older man, salt and pepper hair, seemed a bit rude and abrupt.”
 
   “That’s a perfect description of Kire,” Kaz concluded.
 
   “It sounded like they could use some help. What can I do?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not even sure what I should do,” Kaz admitted. He drew an arrow from his quiver and placed it on his bowstring. “If you could stay close and watch my back, that would be great. Did Kire mention anything about the men we should be looking for?” 
 
   “He told Pentra to check the halls for any soldiers who were unwilling to go outside. He said that if they wouldn’t respond to the order to go to the courtyard, she should take them out.
 
   Knowing that Mordyar’s men were dressed as soldiers, Kaz first looked at the men standing in formation along the side, hoping to see something that made them stand out. There were no men who were massively bulky like Omer’s servants, so he looked for any who were acting differently than the others, but they all stood in their regular lines. He looked up at the keep, with its hundreds of arrow slits and felt a small shudder run through him at the prospect of any one of them having an enemy hidden behind it. 
 
   With the excitement of the entire castle being brought out for an announcement, several nobles and guests had gathered on the turrets to watch what was going on, which gave Kaz more people to try to watch. He began to think that his part in the plan was impossible. How was he going to pick out eight assassins from a group of hundreds of people?
 
   While he looked at the keep walls, he saw one man through an arrow slit on one of the highest levels of the keep. He had something in his hand, but at this angle it was impossible to tell what it was. Using the trick Pentra had taught him, Kaz focused on a point behind the man to bring details into clear focus. The man was large, probably a strongarm, but not nearly as big as Omer’s guards. He was looking out at the crowd, and when he stepped back a little, Kaz saw that it was a crossbow that he had hanging at his side. Something seemed off about the man, but Kaz couldn’t place what it was, and he certainly wasn’t going to put an arrow in the stranger based on a hunch. Not many people in the keep were allowed to have weapons, but the way he held it to his side was casual and non-threatening.
 
   Kaz continued to watch the man carefully. Was this one of Mordyar’s men? How was he going to know? As he looked at the man, a knife came out of nowhere, puncturing his arm and he dropped the crossbow to the floor. Kaz watched eagerly, not knowing what was happening outside of what he could see from the narrow opening. He held his bow in his hand and tugged slightly at the string to make sure his arrow was nocked and ready. Through the opening, Kaz saw the man reach for something, then Pentra came into view, slicing him down with her curved short swords. The man fell out of view. 
 
   Kaz used his enhanced sight to look up into the opening, but he couldn’t see anything for a moment, then Pentra came into view again. She looked down on the crowd as she wiped off her throwing knife. When she found Kaz in the crowd, she nodded her head, then held up her hand with one finger showing. “That’s one down,” Kaz said to himself.
 
   “Only seven more to go,” Brooklyn added.
 
   Kaz was still not sure how Pentra knew the man was one of Mordyar’s followers, but he kept looking at the servants, the slaves, the soldiers, and anyone else who was gathered. He needed to keep Bendar safe; he was not going to lose another friend.
 
   As he was watching the growing crowd, Bendar stepped out of the keep and made his way to an empty cart. He took his place on top of the cart and held his arms outstretched as the people quieted down. Kaz looked at the gathered group, and it seemed that everyone from the keep was here.
 
   “This morning my daughter came to me with tears in her eyes, begging for the life of some men who I had imprisoned,” he paused for a moment for dramatic effect, “I reviewed the evidence and found that they were wrongfully kept in my dungeon.” Bendar pointed at the group of slaves who were just beginning to raise their heads up, as though not quite understanding the words that were being spoken. “Today I give them their freedom, and I return them to their families with supplies from my own storage.”
 
   At this pronouncement, the slaves stared in wide eyed amazement, the servants looked to one another in surprise, and everyone else began eagerly talking to each other. Brooklyn gasped and put a hand on Kaz’s shoulder as tears sprung to her eyes. Bendar waved his hands and the noise stopped. “I have also gathered you here today to tell you about a traitor. A pathetic sorcerer who has taken the lives of some of our people because his men were too weak to win in battle otherwise.” Kaz stood in shock. Bendar was practically calling out to Mordyar’s men. As his friend spoke, he noticed that there was a slight stirring among the soldiers.
 
   Along the line of men, one soldier stepped slightly forward and no longer stood at attention. Instead he had his hand on the pommel of his sword. Kaz silently brushed his finger along the feather of his arrow as Bendar continued. “This pitiful weakling of a sorcerer and his feeble army made up of cowards and…” It seemed that was all the soldier could take, he grabbed his sword and began moving forward. Before he took two steps, Kaz pulled back his arrow and fired one shot above the crowd into the soldier’s eye, then nocked another arrow as he looked out into the group of people. 
 
   As the soldier fell to the ground, many of the servants dropped the supplies they were loading and began running for the keep, the slaves all huddled together for support, and Brooklyn began running for the door back into the servant’s quarters. Just then, Kaz saw motion in an arrow slit as a man raised his crossbow to his shoulder. He nocked an arrow and drew his bow, releasing the arrow, but it was not in time as the man pulled the trigger on his crossbow. Kaz watched in horror as the bolt launched through the air. A fraction of a second after the man had pulled the trigger, Kaz’s arrow found its mark and Pentra tackled the man to the ground, but it was too late to stop him. There was nothing Kaz could do! The world seemed to come to a stop as he watched the bolt shoot at Bendar.
 
   Then another motion caught Kaz’s attention. A shield was flying up from the ground. It must have been thrown from the crowd a moment before the bolt was even shot. It flew into the air from behind Bendar’s cart and deflected the bolt before it could make contact with Bendar. From the spot where the shield had been thrown, Kaz saw a beautiful woman dressed in a silk riding dress with her long, straight hair falling down her back. She looked familiar, but it took a moment for him to realize where he had seen her before. It was Maggie. The dark birthmark on the right side of her face was unmistakable. He was shocked to see her, but even more surprising was that she was aiming a bow directly at him. She released an arrow a moment later and it flew just over his shoulder, brushing his right ear. Thud!
 
   Kaz turned and saw a man who was standing on a cart behind him with a sword in his hand. The man dropped the weapon and clutched at the arrow which had lodged deeply in his chest. Kaz turned back to Maggie, but she had disappeared. He looked around in confusion. What was she doing here?
 
   Kaz pushed his way forward, trying to get to Bendar, but the frightened mass of men from Hess, along with the servants who were scattering in all direction made it impossible for him to get through.
 
   He watched as Bendar reached his arms in the air and shouted, trying to be heard above the sounds of running and screaming. “If you want me here I am!” he bellowed, taunting Mordyar’s men further.
 
   Kaz pushed through the group and got to the stage. He jumped up next to Bendar. “How many more?” Bendar asked.
 
   “Four more,” Kaz replied as he looked over the crowd. 
 
   “I think that is all that will come today,” Kire said softly as he stood on the other side of Bendar. “For now we need to stop this from becoming a riot.”
 
   At that moment two things happened so quickly, Kaz was barely able to process them. A truly enormous soldier broke through the crowd and was running full speed for the cart where Kaz and Kire were gathered with Bendar. He held a dagger in each hand, and seemed prepared to smash them to pieces in his eagerness to get to Bendar. A moment after the soldier broke into the open, Kaz heard a familiar voice yell from behind him.
 
   “For Hess and Denall!” From behind, an arrow flew past them and struck the large soldier in the middle of his chest. Amazingly, he still managed to take a few steps forward before collapsing to the ground. Kaz turned and was overcome with joy to see his friend Digger.
 
   Bendar raised his hands in the air and shouted for everyone to resume order. As they saw that nobody was being attacked anymore, the volume slowly decreased, and a man from the group of huddled slaves came forward. 
 
   “Hello archer,” Digger called to him jubilantly. 
 
   Kaz jumped to the ground and threw his arms around Digger’s fragile frame. “It’s amazing to see you!” he said as he held the man tightly. “I thought you were dead. We would have helped you! I thought I would never see you again. Where is Asher?”
 
   Digger uncomfortably patted Kaz on the back. “I didn’t think I would see you again either,” he admitted. “Asher and I had a bit of a rough winter getting healed up. We stuck close to the area, trying to learn news of you and Lady Pentra. We caught wind of a supply caravan heading east with three hundred of our friends. Asher decided to slip into the ranks, and go with the group. It was a pretty unusual number of men and wagons to send out, and he wanted to find out what Omer’s plans were. He figured that since he wouldn’t be on the list, he could slip out away again if he needed to get word to someone. So I’m guessing that we have you to thank for this?” he asked.
 
   Kaz smiled and pointed over Digger’s shoulder at Pentra who was now running to join them, Dirt and Smudge in tow. “Mainly it was her.”
 
   When Digger saw Pentra he rushed over to her, and Kaz hurried over to embrace Dirt and Smudge. He was filled with such a mix of emotions he found himself laughing and crying at the same time. He was so overwhelmed with joy for their freedom and reuniting, but as he looked at the group, he was also pained by those who should have been there with them, but had given their lives to help this moment happen. After only a minute or so, some of the other freemen noticed Digger and came over, overcome with joy to find that the friend they had thought dead for so long, was alive, and part of the effort to free them. Kaz stepped away from the group, watching the rejoicing all around him for a moment before remembering he had someone of his own that he had wanted to find. 
 
   He looked out again into the group of people, but this time he was searching for Maggie. Where had she disappeared to? He climbed back up onto the cart that Bendar had been using as a makeshift stage and began scanning the crowd to find Maggie. When he was sure he couldn’t see her from that vantage point, he headed to the back entrance of the keep. He grabbed a servant who was standing at the door, “Did you see a young woman pass this way? She has long, straight brown hair, and a dark birthmark on her face and is carrying a bow.”
 
   “She went that way,” he answered as he pointed down the hall. Kaz ran as quickly as he could deeper into the keep. When he came to an intersection he asked anyone if they had seen Maggie, then he ran in the direction they pointed. 
 
   After four turns, he had the feeling he knew where she was headed. He stopped asking for directions and ran to Omer’s audience chamber. When he came to the waiting room, a guard was standing in front of the door. “Where is she?” Kaz asked, feeling certain Maggie had passed by. He wasn’t sure why he was even following her, but he felt a strong desire to talk to her again.
 
   “She dropped off a package and left,” he responded. “You just missed her.”
 
   “Thanks,” Kaz said, and he ran down the corridor of the keep toward the front gate. When he got to the front entrance, he caught a glimpse of a dark war horse galloping away north on the road leading away from the keep. He knew it was Maggie and he could see there was no hope of catching her. He wanted to talk with her, find out why she was at the keep and how she had saved his life. When he saw her he was shocked at how different she looked from the frail girl at the archery tournament. She was confident, fierce and very pretty. He stood for several minutes at the front gate watching until she turned a corner and galloped out of sight.
 
   Kaz walked back through the keep slowly his mind consumed with everything that was happening. He turned down a less used servant’s passage hoping it would be calmer, but before he had gone far, he heard a commotion. “He’s dead!” someone shouted. Not knowing what else could go wrong today, Kaz ran quickly to see what was happening. 
 
   “What’s going on here?” he asked as he made his way through the people. When he came to the opening in the group he saw an armored guard dead on the ground next to a chair.
 
   “He was guarding this room,” one man explained, pointing to the open door.
 
   “What was he guarding?” he asked.
 
   The man shook his head, “Not what, but who. That’s Maven’s room,” the man responded. “Omer just set this guard here less than an hour ago and now he’s dead and Maven’s gone.”
 
   “Oh no!” Kaz exclaimed as he broke into a run to the back of the keep. He wasn’t sure who Maven was, but if he was important enough for Bendar to set up the guard, he felt certain Bendar would want to know he was missing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
   Moving as though they had wings on their feet, Trae and the newly freed men from Hess had made amazing time. Trae had prepared the men for the possibility of needing to fight for the freedom of their families. They had found sturdy clothing and spare weapons among the supplies that had been in the wagons they had been transporting to the east, and supplied themselves as best as they could. The men were eager and nervous as they came within sight of Omer’s Keep. As they cautiously approached the south side of the keep, however, things looked to be in chaos. There was a mass of people dressed in rags, jumping and cheering as they loaded supplies into carts.
 
   It seemed too good to believe, but it appeared to Trae like the slaves had taken over the keep and were raiding it for supplies. What happened?
 
   Before he had time to stop them, the men around him in the woods broke away from him and ran toward the keep. Trae ran after them, shouting for them to stop. He didn’t know what was happening, but having a group of over two hundred slaves charging the keep couldn’t possibly help anything.
 
   He ran faster and faster, pushing himself as he passed the slaves. Although it didn’t help the scene to have him running at the head of this charging army, he needed to do what he could to keep them safe.
 
   As they came closer to the keep he noticed that Omer’s soldiers and servants were working hand in hand with the slaves to load up the supplies. Whatever was happening, this was not an open rebellion. Everyone was working together to prepare wagons and turn them toward Hess, and his group was charging in to break it up. Trae ran several paces in front of the group, turned around and held his arms up. “STOP!” he shouted above the noise of the running group, but his voice was drowned out.
 
   Despite them not hearing what he was saying, to his surprise and joy, they seemed to realize that what was happening was not a coup. They slowed down to a jog as they came up to join with the other ex-slaves. Trae took a deep breath as he watched their happy reunion. They excitedly spoke together in a din of noise and confusion that Trae could not follow. 
 
   “Hello,” said a melodic voice. Trae spun around and found himself face to face with Pentra.
 
   “Hi,” he responded. “What happened here?”
 
   She looked up to the keep, then back at Trae with a hint of suspicion in her voice, “Nothing. Omer has just decided to free the slaves.”
 
   “Really?” Trae asked incredulously. “That doesn’t really seem very Omer of him.”
 
   She smiled. “And it doesn’t seem very Scar of Scar to have let this group return back home with their freedom.”
 
   “It did take some convincing,” Trae said cryptically.
 
   “Will he be coming back when he changes his mind again?”
 
   Trae shook his head from side to side. “Scar is dead. What is left of the army is headed east not to supply the invading army, but to stop them.”
 
   “Then why did you not take these men with you? Why did you come back?” Pentra asked, looking at Trae with a kind look in her eyes he had not seen before.
 
   Trae didn’t know what to say to her. He couldn’t tell her the truth, that he couldn’t stop thinking of her since he had left. “Our conversation,” he responded simply. “I couldn’t shake the feeling that you could use my help. Besides, these men are free, it was their choice if they wanted to join the army, not mine.”
 
   Pentra smiled again, lighting her entire face. “Thank you.” Trae inclined his head. Seeing her smile was worth the trip, and knowing she was safe and the slaves were free, he couldn’t help but return a genuine smile. It seemed like some things were starting to go well.
 
   “Pentra!” a voice called from the crowd. As an out of breath young man pushed his way to them, Trae recognized him.
 
   “Eagle Eye Kaz,” Trae said with a smile, “It’s good to see you again.”
 
   Kaz scrunched his eyebrows in confusion. “Thanks,” he replied, though it was obvious he didn’t know who Trae was. Without making any small talk with Trae, he turned to Pentra. “Where’s Bendar?”
 
   Pentra pointed to the right, and started walking in that direction. She motioned for Trae to accompany them. “What’s going on?” 
 
   Kaz looked at Trae questioningly. “Who is this guy?” He whispered, but it was loud enough for Trae to hear him.
 
   Before Trae could answer Pentra stepped in. “This is Trae,” she said as she placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “He crippled Omer’s army, and brought almost three hundred people from Hess back to their families. We can trust him.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kaz said, then he scrunched his eyes as if trying to remember something. “Have we met before?” he asked.
 
   “We sort of did,” Trae said, a little embarrassed about their last interaction. “In Lexingar I saw you competing in the archery tournament.” Trae didn’t want to mention that he was also in the tournament disguised as the pompous Sir Trevor.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Trae,” Kaz said, but he still acted a little standoffish, as if he didn’t know whether he liked Trae or not. They took a few more steps through the crowd and came up to Bendar. He was directing the operations that would involve assisting men who were too weak after weeks and months of imprisonment to return to their homes on foot. 
 
   “Lord Omer,” Kaz said with a polite bow, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have some urgent news.” 
 
   “Yes?” Bendar responded.
 
   Kaz spoke quietly as if it would make what he was saying in a crowd private. “In the hallway I passed Maven’s room. The man you set to guard his room is dead, and Maven is gone. I’m not really sure who Maven is, but I thought you’d like to know.”
 
   Bendar pressed his head between his hands as if this information was going to make his head explode. “I guess that answers the question of where Mordyar’s other men are,” Kire spoke from beside Bendar. “We need to stop them,” he added.
 
   “I know all the local roads and horse trails,” Pentra cut in. “I’ll follow them and bring him back.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bendar said hesitantly.
 
   “Please,” Pentra practically begged. “It shouldn’t take long to catch them if I get going quickly, and it would get me out of the keep.”
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Trae added. He didn’t know much about what was happening, but he knew he wanted to stay with Pentra, and if she was doing something dangerous, he wanted to be there to help.
 
   Bendar looked to Kire who nodded, “It makes sense to send someone who knows the area and can track them. We even know the direction he is headed,” Kire added. “He is going to try to reach the Orften mountain range, where he believes Mordyar is located.”
 
   “Then we’d better get going,” Pentra said, grabbing Trae’s hand as she pulled him through the crowd. “There are only two trails heading east from here, if we’re lucky we might catch them by sunset.”


 
   
 
  

Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaz was getting sick of all the trips he was making all over the keep by the time he came back to Omer’s office. After chasing Maggie, finding Maven missing, and reporting that to Bendar, he had been sent on his most recent assignment: questioning the stable boys about Maven’s departure. He had left with three other men, which meant Trae and Pentra were outnumbered, but it also meant all of Mordyar’s men were out of the keep.
 
   As he waited to be admitted into Omer’s office, Kaz was glad he hadn’t been chosen as the new Omer. It was a headache just being in this place, let alone running it. The door opened and Kire beckoned Kaz to join them around Omer’s desk.
 
   When he entered the room he found that Kire and Bendar had been joined by the large man Pentra had asked to be removed from the dungeon. Before he could ask about the guest, his nose was filled with a nasty, putrid odor. “What is that smell?” Kaz asked as he walked into the room.
 
   Kire turned around from the desk. “It’s a rotting hand,” he responded matter-of-factly.
 
   Kaz stopped where he was and leaned to the side to see around the broad man in front of him. On Omer’s desk was a small sphere next to a partially decayed hand. It was the oddest thing he had ever seen. “What is that?” he asked in disgust.
 
   “It is a message,” Kire answered. “It can only be listened to once, so please gather close.”
 
   Without having time to ask about the other man in the room, Kaz joined them in a circle around the desk. He plugged his nose and was grateful he didn’t have the gift of enhanced smell. When he was near, Kire picked up the small ball and gently placed it in the hand.
 
   The ball became light, and inside a white, wrinkled, unnaturally old face appeared. The image made Kaz catch his breath and he couldn’t take his eyes away. The crimson hair, the five intellect marks, the evil black eyes. It was Mordyar. “Melna,” he spoke in a raspy, yet powerful voice. “You failed to secure the Stone of Power in Lexingar,” his eyes burned with anger. “You have failed me, and will be punished!” He fiercely spat. “Unless,” he held up one frail looking finger, and Kaz could see five magic marks on his left wrist. “You kill the king. With King Robert and Baron Clifton dead, Denall will be without any leadership. If I come and find Denall divided and broken, I will let you live.” Mordyar’s hands waved in front of his face in the sphere, then it went black and the ball cracked in half and crumbled into dust.
 
   Silence filled the room for a time, Kaz felt his heart pounding in his chest. He had heard of the invading army, he had been told that Mordyar was coming, but it didn’t seem real until now. Mordyar’s evil was real and it was palpable. Looking in his eyes and hearing the sound of his voice, Kaz felt the hopelessness of standing against such a powerful sorcerer. He took a calming breath and looked at Bendar, then Kire. Each of their intellect marks were flaring dark red.
 
   Kaz remained silent as he watched Kire working to solve this problem. “This is what we know,” Kire said, addressing everyone in the group. 
 
   “There are two armies coming to attack Denall. The first is coming from the northeast. Trae informed me before he left that Mordyar himself is landing in the south with an army. I would suppose from this that the northern invasion is being used as a distraction to divide the king’s attention. At the same time Mordyar is trying to orchestrate the murder of the king and the second in line to the throne. With Omer’s assistance, he very nearly had the entire royal succession out of the way. Our friend Omer has certainly done plenty of damage.” When Kire finished laying out Mordyar’s plans Kaz was shocked. He looked at a map they had laid out on the desk and wondered how they could possibly stand against this kind of attack. How many other pieces did this invasion have?
 
   After a short silence, Kire turned to Bendar. “Does Omer have message pigeons?” Bendar nodded. “Good, we’re going to need some messages sent out right away. One to the king and another to Baron Clifton. 
 
   Bendar nodded, but looked hesitant. “If they are anything like the messages we receive, we get rumors of threats every week, sometimes multiple times per week. It will take time to get there, and it might be ignored. Especially rumors of threats against the king’s life. He already has his personal guards, I doubt they will listen,” he said.
 
   “Then we’ll send them again, and again until they know we are serious,” Kire concluded. “Fortunately, the king is in no immediate danger, as this message was intercepted, but it seems that the plan is already in motion to assassinate Baron Clifton.” Kire then looked pointedly at the shaggy, tattered prisoner who stood in the room. “Mylot, I think he will listen if you lead a patrol of soldiers into Lexingar. Are you feeling up for that kind of trip?” As soon as he said the name, Kaz could see it was the man who had bested Farin in the tournaments. He was ragged and beaten up and had a scraggly beard, but it was him.
 
   Mylot nodded. “I’ve been waiting to get going since Omer locked me up. Give me a horse and I’ll leave right now!”
 
   “Hold on,” Kire said, holding up his hands as if to stop Mylot from physically running down to the stables right then. “You need to get cleaned up, and get properly fed. We’ll have a horse ready for you soon. By sunup we will have a patrol of soldiers ready to head out. I also want you to have protection.”
 
   “Some good armor is all I need,” he replied.
 
   The more he saw Mylot talk, the more he did see a resemblance to the cocky man from the tournaments. Kire cut in. “The king and Baron Clifton have been targeted. I’m not going to leave you exposed. Especially when we have one of Denall’s most powerful visors and possibly its best archer right here.”
 
   “Where?” Mylot asked, looking around the room.
 
   Kaz tilted his head to the side, “Really?” he asked in shock. “You want me to go with him?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Kire said enthusiastically. “You need to keep him safe. You’re the right man for the job.”
 
   “That’s fine with me,” Mylot said, but he looked down on Kaz critically. “As long as you don’t get in my way again.”
 
   Kaz gulped down the lump in his throat. He had hoped Mylot didn’t remember him from Lexingar, but it seemed he did. “Yes sir,” Kaz responded.
 
    “You’ll need to prepare your belongings and get something to eat,” Kire said. “We’ll gather the men and let you know when all is ready.”
 
   Before Kaz exited the door, he turned back to Kire, “What should we do after we get there?”
 
   “You stick with Mylot, keep him safe,” Kire responded. “The house of Tran married into the royal line. If he is not already a target, he will become one soon.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning, before the sun rose Kaz stood on the ramparts of Omer’s Keep and looked south toward Hess, a tired yet satisfied smile crossed his face. He had saved his friends and helped to bring freedom to the village of slaves. And soon Bendar would bring a stop to the scheme of robbing travelers and ‘saving’ them in Omer’s name. He felt like he had accomplished something great, but yet he had no time to enjoy the small victory. He felt like he was caught up in another dangerous adventure that was entirely out of his control.
 
   Kaz heard some footsteps behind him and knew exactly who approached. “Hello Kire.”
 
   Kire circled around to face his apprentice. “Very nicely done.” Kaz smiled at the sincere compliment. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   Kaz got a sad look on his face. “I just thought that I would be seeing Dungan soon, not going back in the opposite direction. I thought that after I saved Bendar and Pentra, my adventure would be done. I thought I’d return home after my Troven. It’s been almost a year since I left.” He paused and again looked out over the balcony. 
 
   Kire placed a comforting hand on Kaz’s shoulder. “It’s not easy when your life turns in a direction that you hadn’t expected. But there is a greater destiny for your life than you have planned, and going south tomorrow is for the best.”
 
   “I know why you want me to protect Mylot,” Kaz said. 
 
   Kire nodded, “I knew you’d figure it out,” he said with a smile.
 
   “He’s from the house of Tran. He’s the child isn’t he? The one you told me about when we were at your cabin.”
 
   Kire nodded, and a crease in his forehead let Kaz know there was more going on, “I was convinced he would be born with the sixth gift. All the evidence pointed to the house of Tran, but he’s a strongarm. It doesn’t quite add up.”
 
   “Do you think he’s somehow connected to the last gift or the Changing?”
 
   “I do,” Kire admitted. “I’m not sure how, but I think so. It is very important that you keep him alive and safe.”
 
   “Wow,” Kaz said in shock, “That’s a lot of pressure. What about the patrol of trained soldiers? Are they ready?”
 
   Kire nodded. “They will be shortly. That’s actually what I came here to talk with you about. And as a point of clarification, the group is not going to be made up of all seasoned soldiers,” Kire confessed.
 
   Kaz turned to look at the older man and leaned in expectantly, “Please explain.”
 
   “There are two problems,” Kire began. “One,” he held his finger up. “Most of Omer’s soldiers are still out in the woods working to attack and save travelers.”
 
   “And two?” Kaz asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “There is a small group of about fifty defected soldiers who started out working for Omer, but decided it was more lucrative to work on their own. They have been known to attack small traveling groups. Bringing them to justice is on Bendar’s ever increasing to do list.”
 
   Kaz opened his eyes wide in surprise. “So we’re going without any soldiers and we might be attacked on the way? That sounds wonderful,” he said sarcastically. “Any other good news?”
 
   Kire seemed hesitant to go on, but after taking a deep breath, he continued. “You’re not going alone, just not with seasoned soldiers. The men I did get you were recruited from the dungeon.”
 
   “You did what?” he asked in complete shock.
 
   “They were in there for being loyal to the king, or for fighting against Omer. Sometimes both. So you will have a group of fifty men, most with some level of military training, but all of them have agreed to follow Mylot.” He paused and looked Kaz in the eyes. “They all have said they will fight against Mordyar.”
 
   “Of course they did!” Kaz said in almost a shout. “They would say anything to get out of the dungeon.”
 
   Kire shook his head, “I gave them this option after I freed them,” he explained. “I wouldn’t give you a group of men I felt were unstable. They have passion and, understandably, a bit of anger. They are a drawn bow that needs someone to point them in the right direction. Being in Omer’s dungeon does not mean they did anything wrong; quite the opposite.”
 
   Kaz nodded. He knew Kire wouldn’t set him up for failure, and the older man did have a point. He had almost ended up in the dungeon himself, but he wasn’t entirely sure he was up to this task. 
 
   “There’s one more thing,” Kire added.
 
   Kaz closed his eyes and turned his head away playfully. “I don’t know if I can handle anything else at this point.”
 
   Kire pulled out a small box and set it on the rampart next to Kaz. “These are special potions I received from the magicians in Coffal many years ago. I think in your travels you’ll need them more than I will here.”
 
   “What do they do?” Kaz asked as he looked at the small glass bottles.
 
   “There are instructions for each potion,” Kire answered. “Please remember they are very valuable and should only be used in extreme emergencies.”
 
   “What kind of emergencies do you think I’m going to have?” 
 
   The older man patted Kaz’s back. “I don’t know all the details of your future. I do know that the Stones of Power are gathering as prophesied. The Changing is coming, and you are a part of that.”
 
   Although the response didn’t answer his concerns, it somehow made him feel better to know that Kire had confidence in him, and he was part of a larger plan. “I guess I’m off to my next adventure,” Kaz said as he closed the box from Kire and his face brightened with a smile. “There’s never a dull moment when you’re with the great Kaz Kinsley.”
 
   Kire’s face cracked into a broad smile. “You have that right!” he agreed. “Now get going, your horse is saddled and the men are assembling.”
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The adventures of the stone holders continue in:
 
    
 
   The Changing
 
    
 
   Can Kaz and Mylot save Baron Clifton and get the word to the king’s army in time to defend Denall from Mordyar’s force that is invading from the north?
 
   What adventures await Pentra and Trae in the Orften Mountains as they hunt down Maven?
 
   Who is the mysterious Maggie, and what force is it that drives her forward on her strange missions?
 
   Alone and injured, is Melna finally defeated?
 
   Answer these questions and more when you purchase your copy of The Changing. For now, please enjoy this excerpt:
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Trae knelt back down and began searching for tracks he knew he wouldn’t see. “We should take the southern path.”
 
   “Why?” Pentra asked squatting back to the ground to see what she had missed.
 
   “Because Bendar said he was trying to get to the Orften Mountains. The mountain range starts more south, so that’ll be the more direct route.” Trae pointed down the southern path.
 
   P nodded, “That makes sense. Since we can’t see tracks, we might as well pick one and get going.”
 
   Trae liked the sound of moving again. Sitting around looking for foot prints was very bothersome. They both mounted and cantered south, hoping to make up some lost time. They came to two more forks in the road, and each time they followed the path that led south, at mid-day they found the first sign that made Pentra stop. She pointed at the sapling. “What do you see?”
 
   “It looks like a broken branch.” Trae answered. “Can’t a broken branch just be a broken branch?”
 
   “In this case, no. See how it is snapped off close to the ground? And look at the ground next to it, a partial hoof print like the ones we were following.”
 
   “Or it could be a broken branch.” He muttered sarcastically under his breath.
 
   “You really can be stubborn, you know that?” she said without turning to look at him.
 
   Trae exhaled and looked at her back. She could really be frustrating when she wanted to be, and her heightened hearing caught everything. “I can’t even have a private thought with you around, can I?”
 
   “If you wanted to keep it to yourself, keep your mouth closed.” she replied, then she turned to look at him critically. “We’re going south because you suggested it, now you’re discrediting the first sign that shows you were right. You make no sense.”
 
   “I’m just trying to think logically through this, it could just be a…”
 
   Before he could finish, a panicked look crossed Pentra’s face. “Get down!” she gasped, jumping toward Trae. Before she could reach him, Trae looked into the woods and saw what Pentra had heard. A crossbow bolt was flying toward him.
 
   In a heartbeat Trae had a flood of thoughts that all came with crystal clarity: That Bolt will kill me if I don’t move. I can’t move quickly enough to dodge a crossbow bolt. Wait a minute, I’m wearing impenetrable armor, I’ll be fine. Is Pentra trying to jump in the path of the bolt? She’s nuts! I’d better get her out of harm’s way.
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