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 Chapter one 
 
      
 
    Anders had never been alone before. Not in a deep, soul rending fashion, at any rate. 
 
    In moments, when others were out of the room, or he’d entered an empty hallway, of course, or when he used the privy, but nothing like he was experiencing at the moment. Even Farad, whose memories lived deep inside Anders’ youthful head, felt the same on the matter. The man had lived a very quiet life of learning and contemplation, but there had always been others there, with him. Even as he died, his friend, Ganges, had come to see him. 
 
    So that he wouldn’t die alone. Which, to his own memory, he truly hadn’t. The younger man, the son of his soul, if not body, had been there with him as he passed. Even if what had actually taken place, a healing using magic, then fifteen hundred years of life were matters that his Farad memories couldn’t account for at all. 
 
    Far, the real Farad Ibn Istel, had lived and survived to that very day. In his memories there had been some times alone, Anders thought. That was faded and weak inside of him. A trick that hadn’t undone him at all, simply allowing him to know that Far hadn’t become evil, even if ancient and working with energy beings instead of magic. 
 
    Now however, for the very first time in his own life experience, he understood what it meant, truly having no one else around you, day after day. The noise of the world was still there, but the desert he was in wasn’t exactly entertaining enough to make up for the lack of voices and human contact. The weight of no one being there with him was, finally, hitting him. It struck like a crushing boulder, causing him to sink into the sand and fine dust of the world around him. After only three days. 
 
    Honestly, it felt like much longer. Weeks, at least. There was a growing ache inside of his chest, yearning to leave the place he’d found himself. 
 
    Instead of letting panic overwhelm him, Anders, the boy, focused his thoughts, settled on the chair that he’d formed out of magic using packed dust to make a rock like substance of a sort, and after a moment, spoke, out loud. 
 
    “Farad? We need to keep busy, or I think we might well go mad. I was wondering… Is there a way to learn magic faster? We go over each new word or hand sign, hundreds, or even thousands of times… Repeating each of them, until they sink into the hall of memory… What if we, I don’t know, hold a single word or idea, not letting go of it? Forcing it to linger, all at once, instead of coming in tiny bursts? Could that work, or is the silence here driving me to delusion? Or both? I can see it being that last one, to be truthful about the matter.” 
 
    The old man inside generally tried to communicate in thoughts and ideas that the boy could overrule if he needed to. It was, even if not perfectly well done, his own attempt at leaving the child his life. This time though, the old man understood something that Anders the boy hadn’t. 
 
    They weren’t alone. Not if they didn’t want to be. To that end, old Farad spoke, his voice suddenly showing a hint of accent that hadn’t been there, even if they were communicating in Istlan. 
 
    “I… don’t know, to be honest. In my training of the mind, the general thought was always to hold an idea until it settles into memory. To make the idea clear, large and organized, so that it can be retrieved with ease, later. With books each word, every line, is held for mere moments, perhaps gone over twice or three times, as needed. When we started working on magic, it was stated that the ideas had to be driven deeply, so we used the easier method. Simple repetition, in a meditative state, organizing each item into place for ease of retrieval, later.” The man shrugged, the boy’s shoulders moving. “We have time right now, why don’t we attempt this other way you suggest? The worst that happens is nothing, and if I have the right idea, I can already assure you that won’t happen. Will it lead to learning deep enough to use in magic? I do not know. Shall we attempt it?” 
 
    The boy rubbed at his face. There was a bit of stubble on his chin, since he’d started growing enough hair there to need to shave, but not enough to grow a real beard or mustache. He used magic for tidiness as far as whiskers went, so had done it the day before, meaning that morning he hadn’t had to. Not sitting in his small dwelling, made of sand and rock, with thick walls, high windows and an air venting system that used channels in the ground to cool what he breathed. Not that it was hot outside yet. 
 
    It would be, later, but being inside was going to be a lot better than being outside, when that happened. Boring however, since he had no real entertainments.  
 
    “Let’s? I was wondering if we needed a word to get at water more simply and with less use of power? It’s always in the ground. We could… I don’t know. Not everyone has magic, so we need to come up with a way to leave access to it, after we leave. Making a lovely fountain that will simply sit there, dry and exhausted two days after we pass is useless to anyone else.” 
 
    Farad understood the concept of making such a water source, if not how to actually do it. Except of course, that he did, after an odd fashion, from some of the older tales that he’d learned in his first life. 
 
    The man was silent for a moment, then after doing something that caused some books to be recalled in their entirety, grunted softly. When he scratched their chin, there was a distinct feeling of a long, fairly wild, beard there. 
 
    “Even in the desert, there is always water, in the depths. What if we dig down, using care so we don’t stress over much in the attempt, and create a simple well, with stairs leading down to it? Covered, but with windows at the top, so that people can find their way?” 
 
    It would need to be a bit more complex than that, of course. They needed a way to cause the water around the well to settle downward and filter through rock, to collect in a single spot. Also, if they went that deep, they’d have to check and make certain they weren’t going to hit rock while they did it. Working with stone was brutally difficult and taxing, so was to be avoided. At least Farad thought so. 
 
    Anders coughed, which was fake, meant to attract attention. Even if only they were there, sitting alone in the dim, very tan, room. 
 
    When he spoke, his voice sounded normal, since Anders was in control of it. 
 
    “We can’t keep fearing the work that stone requires. We need to figure out how to manipulate it, without feeling like death is coming the whole time. Moving slowly helps a lot, but is, well, slow. That works, part of the time. I was wondering…” The boy went silent, his mind totally clear. 
 
    Farad simply waited, since it was possible that the child, who wasn’t one of those any longer, being a young man now, could come up with something he simply wouldn’t have. The old man had more experience, but Anders had fresh eyes, and that made a difference, at times. 
 
    Finally, there was a head shake. 
 
    “We can make fabric look and feel like other types of material. Even like leather, or seem like lace. It doesn’t truly become those things in value or what it actually is, but the outer appearance can change forever that way. Could we make sand act and seem like stone, without reshaping solid rock? For that matter, can we pull tiny pieces off of rock, turn it to sand, which is easier to move around and shape, then settle it back into a single solid piece?” 
 
    Farad didn’t know. Not at all. His voice showed that when he spoke. 
 
    “So, we have some projects to work on? We should try shaping sand into stone, first. I know that we can pull rock apart. That’s how sand is made, so we can do that as well. Then, armed with those tiny bits and a way to fit them back together, we can work on your plan of a deep well?” 
 
    That wasn’t strictly the boy’s plan, but he had mentioned the desire to have water for other people, when they weren’t there any longer. Making a massive building in the sand would be better than sitting and doing nothing of note all day. Even work was better than that. So, they would make a well.  
 
    Which was a good thought to have. He could rip water from the ground, or the air itself, even in the desert he was living in. Most people couldn’t. Travelers on the road outside his door were going to be in a race, to see if they could travel to the next source of life-giving liquid before they, or their mounts, started to die from thirst. The sun ate moisture there, after all. 
 
    Not for the first time, he wondered if he should have selected a better place to wait, while Depak Sona and Rashid Eta worked out who was trying to kill members of the royal family of Barquea. Then, once they worked that out he thought, the plan would be to call him back. He didn’t know if it would be before they stopped the person behind it all, or after, of course. The idea of pointing whoever it was at the interloper from the north made a certain kind of sense, to Anders. After all, while technically family, he wasn’t a blood relation to anyone there. Also, even if he was never going to be the Sula there, and had told people of that, often, many of them still seemed to think he was just saying that, as he climbed the ranks to the top spot. 
 
    Showing that he was humble, instead of power hungry. At least to the minds of those used to that very different system and way of living. 
 
    So, if he showed up at the palace before the culprit was caught, it might be very possible that someone would try to kill him. Oddly, he was almost certain that Depak and even Rashid, the ancient librarian for the palace, were trying to prevent anyone from doing that kind of thing, even if it would probably break the whole plot open faster than almost anything else could. It was, very nearly, as if they actually cared for him, or something along those lines. 
 
    The problem he had with that was a simple one. If the guilty party weren’t going after him, then they might choose to go after someone else. Anders wasn’t immortal or beyond being harmed, but he could be careful and take enough precautions that death wasn’t likely. The others there might not have that same ability, yet. Naveed, the current heir had nearly died once already. It had been incredibly close, at least in one of them. 
 
    Both of the attempts had been handled by Anders, too. 
 
    Which, as had been pointed out, could look like he was the one behind the attempts in the first place. That wasn’t the truth, but saving someone too often honestly could look suspicious. Like a plan, instead of happenstance that had placed him close enough to give aid. Plus, when Naveed had been stabbed a hundred times or more, it had been Lassa who had done it. Anders’ new student. He’d spent hours every day with the boy, which had given him access to warp a mind or convince a convert. No one had mentioned that idea in his presence, but if he was able to manipulate minds, which was very possible, then he could have taken the ill-behaved boy over totally, and forced him to do his bidding. 
 
    He didn't know how to do that sort of thing, as of yet, having focused on other matters, but proving that would be nearly impossible. Instead of worrying over it, he took a deep breath, decided on how he wanted sand to be held together, joining where it touched other bits of sand or rock, and created a new word for the concept. Collag. It was similar in meaning to marit, which was the magical phrase to command things to merge, in his own language for such things. 
 
    Meaning Anders found that word in the halls of memory, and placed there, in the darkness, a simple sigil, a spiral with arrows pointing inward around it in four places, glowing blue. Then if only inside of himself, came up with the feeling he wanted for it, to tell the magic what to do, then held that single word in place. 
 
    Unspoken. 
 
    Hovering in place, flickering, and slipping from his mind, or at least attempting to, as he desperately held in place. All of it. For a moment, nearly two minutes, he felt as if he couldn’t breathe as he struggled to keep it all in place. Finally, without explanation, there was a sense of relief. It was still difficult to hold it that way, as the word wanted, demanded, to be spoken, if only inside his mind, but at the same time, he knew it was there. A part of himself. 
 
    So he opened his eyes, and just sucked in air for a moment. He didn't need to, really, but he felt like it, at the same time. 
 
    “Now, let me…” He stood up, went to the curtain over the door, made of his sleeping blanket, and headed outside. He didn’t know if it could work, having been done so fast, but refusing to try it wouldn’t help him refine the process. 
 
    “Collage ere ot ere, allowmen, fen.” It was a simple spell, but had all the parts he needed that day. He visualized a triangle made into one piece, about the size of his hand and just about as thick, only even and very flat. That was traced over the ground, nothing showing at all, even as he felt the trickle of magic flow out of him, down his arm and into his finger before hitting the ground, it was clearly attempting to do something. That kept happening, for nearly a minute, with nothing seeming to take place at all. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Well! That wasn’t very impressive.” He poked at the sand, kneeling with the tiny tan building to his right. 
 
    Instead of sinking into the earth, his finger stopped, as if touching a rock imbedded in the sand and fine dust. That got him to dig a bit, which after a moment had him pulling up a rather nice triangle that seemed like stone, just as he’d tried to make, with sharp edges, and a smooth, dull and rocklike surface. It looked like sand, but also held together. So far, at least. 
 
    He sucked in air, surprised. 
 
    “That… It worked?” 
 
    Farad spoke then, his voice seeming pleased, if old, even if too high in pitch. Farad recalled having had a fairly deep voice, when he’d lived before. 
 
    “It seems it did! Excellent. Now, how well does that hold together? Sandstone isn’t strong, truly. Is it made of that? The look isn’t exactly the same, but close.” 
 
    Andres grabbed the top of the triangle, which was about a thumb’s width thick, and twisted hard. A bit of the sand came off against his skin, but it didn’t snap off. Finding a real stone took some doing, but wasn’t that difficult to do, with only ten breaths worth of searching in the sand around him. As soon as he located a nice rock, which was big enough to require two hands to hold it, Anders grinned. Then he began to beat the new stone as if it had wronged him, and after three minutes, it finally cracked in two. 
 
    Anders was, he decided, pleased with the result. 
 
    “That’s not bad. It’s stronger than the walls of the building here, by many times, but not as hard as this other rock. My guess is that it will hold pretty well in most situations. Probably for a long time. We need to test it in running water, but at a guess, this worked.” 
 
    Farad laughed. Using their shared voice. 
 
    “Now there’s no excuse not to do more, is there? That took about two minutes. Three, with the set up for it. So, call it twenty new phrases per hour? We should do that now, as a test. Learn a day’s efforts in an hour.” 
 
    Anders groaned, but after a moment laughed. 
 
    “Inside, though? It’s warm out already. I need water first, too.” It felt odd, speaking to himself, but having a friend was actually helping him. So was the work, even if, deep inside he still felt like simply playing and dreaming the day away at times, like he used to do when he was young. Nearly two, almost three, years before. Waiting there was going to become maddening, if he didn’t have anything to do. That was a thing he felt so keenly that he decided to simply dedicate himself to what Farad had suggested for them. Learning as much as he could, while he had time for it. There was a bit of care needed for Juniper, who had her own cooled barn to hide in during the day, with a large trough of water, and plentiful food, in the form of grain. 
 
    She needed fodder, but there was nothing like that in easy summoning range. 
 
    “Which is another thing to work out, isn’t it? How do we get things from a greater distance like that, though?” The answer, of course, was incredibly complex. Maybe not possible at all. He needed to seek at a very great range, which was possible, even using a spell, if he understood what he was looking for first. Then, to prevent over taxing himself, Anders had to move no more than was comfortable for him, at any given time. A task that meant limiting what he was able to do by so much he wasn’t certain it would be worth doing. 
 
    Still, going inside, after checking on his horse first, since she probably was getting lonely as well, the blond headed boy, hair cropped short still, settled on the hard earthen chair with crossed legs, and started in on the work that Farad had suggested they try. 
 
    Not everything worked, so instead of twenty new tricks, the first hour produced only seven. In part that was due to how complex what he was doing was. Instead of testing them first thing, he did a second, then a third hour, getting better as he went along. Working on the technique of holding a single word, without letting it become a sound inside of his mind. 
 
    He had a book, written by Depak Sona, committed to memory. Not learned as far as magic went, however. When he started working through that, he managed to go much faster than the concepts he’d come up with for himself. 
 
    At about high noon, the sun directly above him, he moved outside, and started to build. 
 
    “That deep water well, first.” The actual build for that was going to be large, and impressive, the spell set being different than anything he’d ever even attempted before. 
 
    Because several of the new ideas in it would only come into play if certain conditions were met. If he hit rock, it would be pulled apart, moved and then put back together, in the correct configuration. If it were simply sand or even dirt, all the way down, the spell could use that as well. The spell wasn’t the most complex he’d ever used, but each of the main ideas simply was. So, he spoke a single, not over long line, focusing on what he meant to happen, with a line of sigils coming up behind his eyes, as power flowed out of him. 
 
    Carefully. Slowly. The action was so smooth he nearly didn’t notice it taking place if he didn’t concentrate. 
 
    Again, the power flowed for a long time, never taking enough to make him gasp for breath. The whole thing hovered on that edge, so it was still difficult, but never too much for him to bear. Over the course of four hours, a new building, a tower, showed up on the surface, with dozens of tiny slit windows and a door made of stone, which was heavy, but should move smoothly, if he’d planned it out correctly. Instead of true hinges, it had a well fitted pivot at each corner, and the resultant rock where it touched was polished seeming and he hoped, easy to move things across. 
 
    When the power inside of him eventually stopped moving into the spell, Anders entered the tower, which was empty inside, of course. It reached up into the sky, the many long holes allowing light, with large steps moving downward in a spiral around the hole, about twenty full paces in depth. It was a large structure, too, being nearly twenty paces across as well. That meant there was a well firmed place to stand around the pool that was already slowly filling at the bottom. The water, seeming a bit muddy, trickling in already. 
 
    Farad made a soft noise. 
 
    “That murk should clear, soon. It has to wash out the cracks and so forth, for a while, first. We’ll need some buckets, as well. A sign, explaining that there is water here. This looks different enough that many might not seek to check inside, without prompting.” 
 
    It was something to do, and a thing that he’d done before, making signs, so he did that first thing. This time carving the words into a flat stone that he made for the purpose. That meant going out into the heat, near the road, as well as placing a second large stone near the building itself, with an arrow pointing at the door. 
 
    Then he headed to the barn, took a deep breath and pointed to a spot, not far from where Juniper was standing, before she even turned all the way to look at him. It was cool in the barn, but only compared to being outside in the sun. Hopefully she was comfortable enough. 
 
    She seemed fine and hadn’t complained about anything so far. Then, she rarely did, so it was up to him to make certain she had what was needed. 
 
    “Fora, closi allowmen, fen ot…” He waited then, again, feeling power moving, without anything at all happening for a long time. There was an open side to the barn, so Juniper could go out if she needed to, which she hadn’t been, given the piles of horse waste at her feet. 
 
    Anders cleaned that up, using a few spells, and then took time to go over the girl horse herself. Her feet were cleaned, and she was checked for any fly bites or wounds that might have developed. There were none, but testing for such things regularly would help to keep her happier. If nothing else she seemed to enjoy having him there with her when he did it. She gently nuzzled him several times, and pretended to try and groom his hair with her mouth for a while. 
 
    Finally, almost ten minutes later, a single straw, no longer than his hand, settled on the ground where he’d pointed. Then, slowly, as he puttered around, wondering if he should decorate the entire place, add some buildings or even try to work out how to have a garden growing, the pile started to grow.  
 
    Doing the extra work made sense to him, when he considered it for a few moments. He had no clue how long he was going to be there, after all. It was clear that Depak and Rashid had intended him to not be with them for a while, however. Weeks had been implied. For all he knew however, they might not be able to call on him for years. 
 
    A thought which left him anxious and desperate feeling, once he had it. A tension knot grew in his middle, until he forced himself to relax and let it go. After all, he had been asked not to go to the palace for a time. If need be, he could leave and go somewhere else. The desert had been nearby when the conversation had come up, so he’d stayed there, it being free and not imposing on anyone. There was no hard and fast order for him to be alone forever. That, he realized now, had simply been him, attempting to prove he was strong, for some reason. Worse, he’d done that with people who almost certainly wouldn’t care about it at all. 
 
    The idea that he could have simply stayed in Modroc, instead of resting in a desert in Barquea did occur to him rather powerfully, and not for the first time since he’d gotten there. He had some food with him, enough for a week or so, and even if not fast, he realized his new trick with the fodder was working well enough. Almost imperceptibly, several types of plants were collecting in the right spot. It was, clearly, coming from very far away, but the feeling of it spoke of there being plenty, just well away from easy retrieval, off in the distance. Something close to seventy miles, he figured. 
 
    If he could do that, then other food items could, in theory, be brought in. The trick there would be in making new names for what he wanted to bring to himself. He was in Barquea and didn’t know how to gather the natural fruits and vegetables there as well as he did in Istlan, but he’d encountered enough variety of items to keep himself from dying, if he was careful. 
 
    It could, potentially, be possible to hunt, as well. Carefully, of course. 
 
    Cooking would be interesting, but he’d manage. 
 
    In the moment, as he waited, the pile of fodder grew, the effort of getting it small, compared to say, collecting coins or gems from the ocean, he forced a grin. Part of that sense of ease was simply due to the fact that he wasn’t allowing himself to take more than was comfortable. He had time, and a lot of it, so hurrying into pain or discomfort wasn’t needed at the moment. In fact, Farad was holding a strong sense that it was a good enough task for them to be practicing, given the resources that were at hand. The main one being that he had very little else to see to out there at all. 
 
    After a few hours, just sitting with Juniper, and thinking, he spoke, ending the spell. 
 
    “Fen. That should last… Really, a few days. So, we don’t have a big field for you to run in, and getting lost out here would mean dying, but when it gets dark you can go outside for a walk? That will be fun, after being cooped up all day like this.” 
 
    He always talked to his horse, not being a rude person, most of the time. She never answered, being a pony, like she was. 
 
    Which was fine, of course. 
 
    Demanding the girl be chatty was a losing battle, after all. She had other strengths. 
 
    For entertainment that night, Anders made up a little play for himself. An illusion, with people, music and even some animals. It took place in a castle, but not one he’d ever been to. A place of imagination and fantastical colors and glowing lights. It was a large seeming place, the world inside his little hut vanishing completely, as he had Followland Hearth, the Bard of Yanse, take the stage, playing with his troupe, in front of a large audience. It was almost impossible to hold it all, and he kept having the people in the seats dim and even vanish on him, from time to time. 
 
    “No. That isn’t good enough. Again.” He sounded stern, and tried harder, never really getting it right. For brief moments he could make it seem like there were about ten people and the band performing, but that faded as his attention was forced onto the music being played. Part of that was down to the fact that he didn’t really know how to play an instrument himself, so his attempts to make it seem like the fingers moving were actually doing the work was, at best, kind of strained. 
 
    Except the drumming. That looked right. He innately understood how to hit things, of course. Pretty much everyone had that one down. 
 
    Smiling, he dropped the whole thing, and started in on some fantasy creatures. A burning phoenix, flying in the night sky, even if it was all inside his little house. That landed, turned into a brightly burning pyre and then a tiny bird was born again, from the ashes left behind. 
 
    After that, he made a dragon, who turned from a giant beast, into a man who was pale green in color, and covered with scales, with wings and a stout, powerful seeming, tail. He flowed from one thing to the next, growing bored, after a few hours. It was bad enough that he nearly started to whine at poor Farad about it, as if the old man would be doing any better than he was. Instead, he collected himself and tried to think up what to do next. 
 
    He was at a loss, until the old man inside of him spoke. Using their voice, just to break the silence. 
 
    “We’ve managed to send visual images to a few people now. We should be able to send sounds the same way, I have to think. The current messaging system is fine, of course, but a bit slow. Truly, if done correctly, we should be able to pick up what is being seen and spoken of in the distance, as well? Play the sounds and visions to your eyes, as they are seen in other places? There’s nothing in the books about it, but some of this we’ve actually done before, if in minor ways.” 
 
    Anders shook his head, not thinking it was actually possible. Before he could speak the words, Farad, who lived with him, being one person like they were, spoke again. 
 
    “Recall when Ganges spoke to us, that first time? That means it is possible, doesn’t it?” 
 
    It was a question, but Anders did, indeed, recall that having taken place. It had been shocking at the time, but it truly had been two-way communication, across a vast distance. 
 
    “Using blood magic, though.” That could mean that it took a lot of power to use the trick Ganges had. 
 
    He sighed, and spoke on the topic, hitting a different portion of things. 
 
    “Ganges… He claimed not to use that kind of thing any longer, but if so, why put those tattoos on his man in Istlan like that? He said it was to make certain things too expensive to use, but… Does that make real sense? A crystal that focused Master Franken’s mind for him would have been enough to allow escape, wouldn’t it? Or a difficult cantrip that had to be repeated constantly while he traveled? Instead, he’d sacrificed a good woman for the purpose of fleeing. Ganges… He has to know how to manage power better than that. Even at a remove. Or am I giving him too much credit?” That was possible, he supposed. 
 
    Even an ancient power of magic might not understand everything. 
 
    The old man inside sighed, doing it using his lungs and lips. 
 
    Then, doing something he never had before, made an illusion of himself. Farad looked a lot like Far, but with darker hair, and a few more lines on his face. He wore a plain, tan colored long shirt, with a rope belt. That and sandals made of wood and hemp. 
 
    He spoke, standing across from the boy, as if there were two people in the room, instead of only one. 
 
    “There! I have to admit, I noticed that as well. From both of them. Rothina laid claims to such things for herself, not using blood magic for her travel through time, simply schooling her thoughts. If she can do that, and I can’t see why it couldn’t be done that way, then what you suggested, a talisman or simple spell should be easily enough constructed to allow faster than normal travel. Certainly, it wouldn’t require a woman’s life to make happen.” 
 
    Anders, smiling at the man, since he looked real and it was good to see another person, sobered after a moment, and nodded, gently. 
 
    “It’s clear that both of them lied to us, about many things, almost the whole time. That… I don’t think it was even meant to be evil, just so that we’d like them. Which… I do, to be honest. I have nothing in particular against either of them, even if they aren’t totally trustworthy. Unless they managed to get Estella Ford killed, due to malice. If that happened, well… I can see lying about it. Even to me. I can’t beat either of them in a fight. I couldn’t, at least. We might now, if we don’t give them warning and take away their magic, at close range.” Then it would be a physical fight, of course. 
 
    Which, if he were going to be honest, either of them might well still be able to defeat Farad and himself in. Ganges wasn’t a warrior, and never had been, but had been alive for around sixteen hundred years. At some point he’d probably learned a lot about fighting, even without meaning to. Martya, who was really Rothina, had the memories of Ganges and her own life as well. She was a woman and not that much larger than Anders was, now, but it would be stupid of him not to take her seriously that way. He’d beaten larger, stronger opponents himself, in order to save his own life. She might well be better trained than he was, as well. He’d only started practicing that kind of thing about two years before, and hadn’t been constant in his practice, thanks to all his travel. 
 
    A thing that reminded him to do his daily bow pulling work, since he had two such weapons with him. Going over stick and blade work made sense as well, once he considered the idea. 
 
    It was a strong enough thought that Farad simply cleared his throat. The illusion did, at least. It was strange, because Anders could feel that he was powering the image, but not defining or developing it. He wasn’t controlling it at all. The old man inside of him was. 
 
    “There is truth to all of that. Plus, we cannot hope to understand what physical changes each of them might have made to themselves, over time. We can strip magic away, in a small area, but is Ganges only as strong as a normal man? Is Martya? Either of them might well have become far more than we can see from the outside, in the time they’ve had. I saw no signs of that, but we can’t be certain. It would be unwise to assume they haven’t done so, given that.” 
 
    Anders stuck his tongue out. Not like a petulant child, but in exasperation. 
 
    “We need to do that as well, then. I don’t know how. Do you?” 
 
    Farad went still, and closed his eyes, not speaking, or even breathing, for some time. 
 
    “Not in the works or memories of my first life. Clearly, it can be done, or the Lerna wouldn’t exist. We should ask after that, with Depak Sona, and perhaps see if there are any works on the topic in the Sula’s library. Now, we were discussing improved communication?” 
 
    Anders nodded, and schooled his mind, back to the topic at hand. 
 
    “We… Can already send, one way, what we’re seeing. That’s simply placing an impression to the eyes of the person receiving them, not making real light. We could probably do something like that, tying the ears instead of the eyes? That… Well, can we link two people that way? So that we hear through another’s ears and the other way at the same time? Eyes, too, but they need to be separate spells. It’s going to come up that a conversation is needed more than a confusing mix of two different places. I have things to say to many, but few need to see how tan the walls of this place truly are, day to day.” 
 
    They discussed the idea, for a long time, ending up with a good idea, that needed to be worked on and tested. 
 
    “Tomorrow, however. I think now it is time for sleep?” Farad, the illusion, didn’t wait after saying the words, simply vanishing. 
 
    Not that he was truly gone. The red crystal didn’t work that way. They were one now. Meaning talking to himself, even using an illusion, probably wasn’t all that healthy a thing for him to do. 
 
    The light had faded, so, he laid back, the air cooling, but the walls radiating the heat of the day still, so he didn't need to recover his gray blanket from over the door. He slept easily enough, waking only when the light of day hit him directly in the eye. At dawn. 
 
    While he was well away from Lo’usa Tet physically, being nearly two hundred miles to the south, the sun, being large as it was, would still be waking Depak for the day at the same moment. Still, instead of rushing into communication, he stood, stretched his sore back, and went outside. Both to look around and to use a half dozen spells to clean himself, his clothing and then Juniper. They both had water, which he forced up from the ground for the horse, to fill her trough, made of soft and leaking sand, instead of stone. 
 
    Sighing, he fixed that, then made a bucket for himself, with thin stone walls and bottom, as well as a sturdy, but hinged carry handle, and walked down the large stone stairs, physically getting water instead of using magic for it. The walk was a long one, but water was precious, making it worth doing. 
 
    At the bottom of the well, which was still dark, even if the tower above held a lot of light, he was pleased to find that there was still water. The level was high, even. More, as Farad had mentioned, it had cleared greatly overnight. He could see all the way to the bottom of the little pond he’d made. Cupping his hands, he drank. The water had a fresh taste, though it wasn’t cold. It was more of a medium temperature, truly. Not hot, or even warm, but close enough to be a bit less palatable than he liked. 
 
    Still, it was water and that meant life, in the wasteland he was in. So he smiled and carried the heavy bucket back up, to where he lived now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter two 
 
      
 
    After an early meal, made of dried meat and fruit from his pack, and making certain Juniper had enough fodder to keep her happy, and a good brushing down, he turned his mind to the new spells he wanted. They were incredibly complex, but instead of using various syllables to speak across a distance, he should be able to simply speak. It would be faster, of course. Still, it required him to know who he was speaking to, but on demand he could show anyone what he wanted, as well, producing an illusion in front of him, to show them. 
 
    At the same time, if one of the people closed their eyes, they could, with a single simple command, see what the other person was. He loved it, but at the same time, hated the very idea. Anders even growled at the thought of the new magic, speaking out loud, for the elder who was also there. 
 
    “All that work on communications magic, for nothing.” 
 
    Farad laughed, using his mouth for it. 
 
    “That magic helped win a war and take a kingdom, Anders. That isn’t nothing. Besides, we don’t know if this will work yet. If it does, we might want to keep it a secret, teaching only the other magic, first? We need to see what King Matheus has to say on the matter, first. The Sula, as well.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to know why those men should have any claim on his new skills, if he had them at all. Then, he also understood that he needed to have wiser men rule him in certain things. Farad had, in some ways, made him. He wouldn’t have discovered magic at all, if not for him. The old historian’s tricks with memory had raised a rather humble mind to greatness, carrying Anders with him. The old fellow’s drive and insistence on constant work had, and still was, building him into something great. Into a thing that Anders knew he would have never managed on his own, even if the innate talent had been there, dormant, inside of himself. 
 
    At the same time, he was by nature a monster. One who had to be controlled by those who were better than he was. Farad had made him, but also saved him, simply by having empathy and insisting they do the right thing when Anders didn’t care about that kind of thing at all. 
 
    So he held his tongue and nodded. It rankled that he needed wiser men than himself, but the truth was he did and denying that wouldn’t work very well in the long term. 
 
    “Still, I’m testing this with Depak, if he will. Perhaps Master Tolan, as well? Both of them are worthy of learning such things. Lissa and Darren are as well.” He didn’t know if he trusted Salina enough for that kind of thing, but after a moment nodded. “Her, too. She’s a bit of a prankster, so I might wait a bit, but she’s not an evil or bad person. At least, if she is, then we’ve already made a major error. She can probably rip apart entire lands by herself about now, if she ever chooses to attempt it.” She, and her younger sister, were still both in military training. 
 
    Learning to lead armies, in fact. 
 
    Farad merely chuckled a bit, sounding wise and calm about the whole idea that they might have already harmed the entire world. Then, it was clear he didn't think ill of Salina at all, so wasn’t imagining the same outcome that Anders was. 
 
    “Agreed. We can call them the first group? The rulers of Istlan and Barquea and their heirs should know of this as well.” He seemed ready to insist, even if Anders was fine with that, having thought about it for a time. Naveed was in real danger at the moment, and Robarts was a good man. That meant nodding was in order. 
 
    “So, I should attempt this now?” 
 
    “Check in with Depak Sona first, to make certain he’s not asleep or occupied in other ways?” 
 
    The man was awake, and sitting at his work table, on the floor of his room in the palace, reading something in the light of an open window. 
 
    He spoke, gently, bringing up the sigils needed, along with each word, adding just a trickle of magical power at the same time. 
 
    “Detak nothoru Adners, fen ot…” It was simple, but he’d had to give himself a new magical name, and spend nearly ten minutes building the new component that allowed someone to listen and hear at the same time. 
 
    He smiled, since ten minutes was a lot less than the two hours it would have taken even two days before. 
 
    There was a soft sound of paper rustling, and after a moment, Depak’s voice. 
 
    “Hmm. So, where was Tomin during the event?” 
 
    Anders tried not to be shocking in his words. It still would be, he didn't doubt. 
 
    “Depak Sona? It’s Anders.” He heard a soft clatter, as the man moved to grab paper and a pen. At least it sounded right for that. “Um, this isn’t a message. I tried to tie us together, so that we can hear each other? You can just speak. I can hear movement at least.” 
 
    “Anders? Can you hear me?” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “I can! Good. I should be able to link eyes this way as well. Also, for other people? After this, I can try linking you to Master Tolan, as a test? Farad thinks we should hold this new trick close, for the time being. A select few learning it, only. It’s only a few phrases, so is easier in most ways to use.  How are things going there, if you can comment on them safely, without being overheard?” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, then he spoke, his voice cheery sounding. 
 
    “No one is watching at the moment. I’ve noticed some doing so, in the past days. Using magic and physically standing outside the window. That was a servant, and she refused to tell me who sent her, meaning it’s one of the family. I’ve been tracking her, using wizardry, but so far I haven’t been able to trace things back, properly. She receives notes, with instructions and doesn’t seem to know who’s giving her orders. Then the slips of paper set themselves on fire, preventing tracking that way. It’s a bit frustrating, I can assure you.” His voice was dry, but only a little bit annoyed. 
 
    Anders nodded, since it also sounded like a good trick, the paper setting itself on fire once read like that. 
 
    “I’m certain of that. I’m currently set up in the desert, about two hundred miles south of Lo’usa Tet. There isn’t much to do here, as you might imagine. I’ve worked out how to make deep wells that should last, so far. Some other things, as well as learning what you wrote down in your second book. I’m about halfway done with it.” 
 
    Depak whistled, softly. 
 
    “That’s a lot to learn. Nearly two thousand new magical terms, in fact.” 
 
    He paused, then shrugged. His voice shifting, with Farad taking over. There was a deeper tone to it, and a slight accent that wasn’t normally there. 
 
    “Anders worked out a way to learn things a bit faster. It works for magic, at least, and should for anything that needs to be driven into the mind deeply. It’s similar to the old way, but you hold the single word, the concepts and ideas, in an organized fashion, as well as possible, for about two to six minutes. It clearly takes some practice, but is much faster. We’re keeping that secret as well. Only a select few will be learning it, directly. Not that you can’t figure it out on your own, with that description. I think Master Tolan, Darren and Lissa can do that as well. I’ll get with them and see about making the suggestion.” 
 
    He had to go over the new idea several times, and it was clear that Depak took notes, from the scraping of metal on paper going on in the background. Eventually he spoke again. 
 
    “I think I have this now, Anders. At least enough to attempt it for myself. We’re only sharing this with those mentioned?” 
 
    He nodded, but it wasn’t the full answer. 
 
    “Sula Darian, Naveed, King Matheus and Prince Robarts, as well. I’ll attempt the last two myself. You can actually warn the ones there, at least. We don’t want everyone to know about this, unless those men wish it known. I should do Master Tolan first, I think. Even at that, I’ll probably end up being hung for talking to the King like this.” He smiled, but wasn’t totally certain that might not happen. It was clear that King Matheus was a good man, but there were limits. 
 
    “Understood. Keep in touch, each day at this time? I’ll communicate with the others here, directly. Let me do that before connecting with them directly?” 
 
    He understood that. It would be shocking to suddenly hear a voice, even a friendly one. At least the first few times. 
 
    “I’ll make sure of it. Speak to you tomorrow at the same time?” 
 
    “Indeed. Tomorrow.” 
 
    Anders took a breath. 
 
    “Fen.” That ended the communication. 
 
    Next he worked out that Master Tolan was awake for the day, but sitting at a meal, with the King and the rest of the family. He nearly didn’t do it, but set the spell up and spoke, instantly. 
 
    Because he could hear what everyone else was saying. That was a bit too close to spying, for his taste. That the new trick could be modified to work that way, listening to anyone he had a magical connection to, made sense, suddenly. 
 
    “Master Tolan? This is Anders. Can you use wizardry to check on me and make certain of that?” He fell silent, with a sense of the older man touching his mind, then examining the room he was in. Anders spoke. 
 
    “I’m currently living off in the desert, below Lo’usa Tet. There’s an investigation going on at the palace, so I came back early from Modroc, but it was pointed out that they weren’t ready for me there yet. I think they have to clear me, first, before I can go back.” 
 
    Master Tolan cleared his throat. 
 
    “I… Have a communication from Anders? It sounds different than the others. He’s in the desert, waiting for an investigation at the palace of Sula Darian.” 
 
    Kind Matheus spoke then. 
 
    “Ah? Good to know. I was going to ask you to reach out to him, soon. Erold had mentioned him leaving Modroc, but not why, exactly. Only that it was in regards to the large attack there. He’s well, do you think?” 
 
    It was odd, just speaking, but he did it after a moment. Only Tolan could hear him, of course. 
 
    “I’m well. I worked out a new way of communicating, so I can hear what you are, at the moment. I can do this with others, and possibly for them, without hearing it myself. Vision can be done as well.” 
 
    The powerful Wizard spoke then, his voice more youthful than it used to be. Enough to make him sound like a young man, even. 
 
    “He can do this with many people? At once, or…” That was from Robarts, who seemed intrigued at least. 
 
    Anders chuckled. 
 
    “Well, the idea is to keep it secret, so only the king, the heir and you, Master Tolan. Depak, the Sula, Prince Naveed and then probably some of the apprentices. Which suddenly sounds like a lot of people. It might be even more than that, but I need to confirm that with the rulers, first.” 
 
    That wasn’t spoken out loud, instead the man lied. 
 
    “Alas, no. You must be a powerful magic user, of some training, for it to work at all. Perhaps Princess Mathia can learn the skill? Anders says he thinks she can, if she desires to apply herself? It will require increased dedication to meditation, from the sound of it.” 
 
    That was probably true, but made him sound kind of mean about the whole thing. 
 
    Still, the meal went on, even with him sitting there, thousands of miles away, listening to everything. That it truly could be used for spying, given that, was clear. Which was probably why everyone had simply agreed with him keeping the general skill secret. 
 
    Queen Maura spoke. 
 
    “If we have open communications with Prince Anders, we should set a time to discuss his coming marriage? Marriages? We’ve had several messages about that, from two different lands. Five wives on offer, from both Modroc and Barquea. It seems a bit much, but by their rules that would be allowable. Each place seems willing to provide such, even if you decide to live in the other land?” 
 
    He made a face, since that was more or less a jest, but rolled his eyes and smiled. The Queen, clearly, meant well. 
 
    “That really is a bit much. They both seem interested in hosting a magic school however. Perhaps at their main ports? So I can travel easily from one land to the other, to see to any matters that arise. I don’t know that I’m prepared to marry. Especially not to five different women. Maybe three? That seems far more reasonable.” He was making light of the idea, but Master Tolan sounded dry and relaxed when he spoke them out loud. 
 
    It came out very differently, when he said it. As if Anders meant it. 
 
    The Queen still chuckled. 
 
    “One from each land? That’s… Well, strange, but perhaps not a thing to mock, just yet. Mathia is a first cousin, so too close for such things. Who do we have available of suitable position, otherwise?” 
 
    Names were spoken of, and it seemed a bit too real, so he finally interrupted. 
 
    “We should probably speak of such things later? I don’t want to be rude, but…” 
 
    The meal broke up about then, since the royal family didn’t linger over the first meal for hours or anything like that. It took them about an hour, and business was often discussed, but it wasn’t a five-hour affair, as the late meal could be, most nights. Two hours was normal, for that, at the king’s table. 
 
    After the meal, with a bit of covert waving, Master Tolan managed to catch Prince Robarts and King Matheus’s attention. 
 
    “We should speak, in private?” 
 
    The King sounded polite when he spoke. 
 
    “Certainly, we can retire to my office, if that will serve?” It seemed it did, which led to the sound of walking for some minutes. There was a muttering to the guards, about not being disturbed, then a scraping of chairs on a stone floor. 
 
    Finally, Tolan spoke. 
 
    “Given the nature of this, Anders asked me to hold part of what can be done in confidence. He can, for instance, link other people this way, at least possibly. Also allow them to see what another is at a distance. Anyone.” 
 
    He nodded, knowing it wouldn’t be seen. 
 
    “I can try that with them, now, if that’s allowed? I won’t know their thoughts, but will hear everything as if in the room with them, and they’ll be able to hear me, here.” 
 
    The message was passed, and after a moment, Robarts spoke. 
 
    “I can see what you do, as well?” 
 
    “If you wish? It isn’t that exciting here, but we can try that? It needs to be tested, anyway.” 
 
    It took a moment to set up, the King going at the same time, just as a test, and Master Tolan holding back. Matheus wasn’t linked visually, of course. Hearing three different versions of the same thing would be a bit distracting, but as it turned out, not that horrible. Seeing what they did would leave him blind. 
 
    Even being linked to Robarts was a bit odd, since he was suddenly in a different room, every time he closed his eyes. 
 
    “Everyone can hear me?” 
 
    The King nodded, which he could see happening. 
 
    “I do, Prince Anders. Amazing. Robarts, you can see what he does?” 
 
    Speaking, Anders nodded. 
 
    “Close your eyes, and let me open mine… Here.” 
 
    There was a pleased gasp. 
 
    “It’s a small, but nicely constructed home? Tan, with a variety of furnishings. A blanket over the door?” 
 
    “That’s the place. I’m living in a southern desert, waiting, for the time being. I think I’m suspected of being behind the attacks on Prince Naveed and possibly the others. I’m not, of course, and Depak knows that, but he told me to hold back, until called for. It might also be due to the fact that, at least once, there was an attempt on my life. That attack in the market in Billeth?” He chuckled a bit, then explained, since he didn’t want to sound insane. “That… It’s their capital city, now, but Far used to have a dog, as a boy, named Billeth and he named the place after that small mutt. I have memories of the dog, so… Anyway, not to make light of the attack. Liasa, Princess Liasa of Barquea, killed nearly two hundred people, including herself, using a magical weapon. She claimed that it was to remove me, though the other attackers there were actually after Eltha Tennet at the time. That should have ended now, but we don’t know if the plot in Barquea is larger than just that. So far nothing new has happened there. It might be done, even if not everyone has been caught. I know that I’d have given up on the plan, if it had gone that wrong, myself.” 
 
    He waited for a moment, but when no one spoke, he went on. 
 
    “Also, the husband of Clarisse Sett, Kaiden Sett, was implicated in providing the magics for a similar attack in Modroc, some fifty years ago. Apparently done while looking the same. That could mean a lot of different things, but Eltha is traveling with him to watch him for us, for the time being. As the Great One of Modroc, it’s her duty to protect her people, even if it’s dangerous.” 
 
    This time he simply waited, looking around his humble seeming abode. If he was going to have visitors, even magical ones, he needed to decorate a bit more. Plus, he needed to keep busy. Doing anything else was going to get old, very fast. 
 
    After a moment, King Matheus spoke again. 
 
    “Should we recall you home? That… doesn’t sound safe, to be perfectly honest.” 
 
    He sighed, then spoke. 
 
    “Open your eyes while I move, Prince Robarts? I’ll let you see the outside here.” 
 
    That took a moment and some walking, but when he signaled to the man again, the description started. 
 
    “This is an open expanse. With a grand stone tower, a small building and an open barn behind it. A road, in the distance, not too far away. Other than that, there’s little to nothing out there. Sand, rocks and only sparse greenery.” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “So, as you can see, it’s safe here. Dry, boring and very warm, but no one is easily attacking me. I was thinking of putting in a garden, if I can. All the natural water is in the ground though, not on the surface. How do I get the water to the plants?” 
 
    The King answered, even if he was just speaking, not even considering who was there with him. Meaning he was being strange. 
 
    Again. 
 
    “Dig a pit and plant at the bottom? Perhaps a trench, if that’s not too hard to manage?” 
 
    He nodded, looking at the tower that held the well. 
 
    “That could work! I’ll have to find some seeds, but I can do that, with enough effort. Well, I have some things to try at least. I probably should have stayed in Modroc and worked on some illusion shows. That’s really about all I have for now, except trying to tie Depak Sona and Master Tolan, directly? We could do that now, if Depak isn’t too busy?” 
 
    That took three tries, to get the linking done properly, since he wasn’t involved in it, but after that Master Tolan was able to speak to Depak as well and the other way around. It was interesting, but after speaking politely for a few moments, and passing what information was needed, that line needed to be taken down. Then the others, with a command from Prince Robarts to connect with him early in the day for a few moments, each morning, at a specific time. 
 
    Then he was, once again, left alone. Only, of course, that wasn’t true. He had Farad. It was strange, but they were, he thought, on good enough terms. Thankfully, since they were stuck together, even if they weren’t. 
 
    Farad spoke almost instantly. 
 
    “Pit gardens are a thing, actually. The earth here is sand, and there’s little to feed a plant, however. It will mean creating the pit to the needed depth, making sure it will always have water, and then bringing in fertile earth from a different location. A lot of work for plants you probably won’t see grown to a useful state. Then, if built well, others might benefit from it, regardless?” 
 
    Anders almost didn’t care. After all, few people were going to pass by there, at a wager. It was truly isolated that way, as far as he’d seen so far. Still, over the next four days, he learned hundreds of new spell words, including about twenty that were original, and kept in touch with Robarts and Depak, even if there wasn’t a lot for him to learn of each day. 
 
    The rest of his time was spent with Juniper and on her care, or in the mornings and evenings working on making a large trench, which required him to rebuild the whole thing five separate times before it actually worked. 
 
    He had water and moisture at the bottom, but also firm rock walls with steps for the plants to grow and for people to climb up and down. The top and bottom had high stone walls, to prevent the sand from filling in every time the wind blew. There was plenty of light, even at the bottom, but the design at the top had to change several times. Then it took the rest of the week to bring in both the soil and the seeds. 
 
    To be safe he went with a mix of berry bushes and sturdy fruit trees, as well as some nuts. There were other things as well, but he tried to make them obviously edible, so no one would ever accidently poison themselves. The trench had a small pond at the very bottom, which filled constantly, but the walls at the bottom were damp all the time. He’d gone twenty-five paces down to make that work. Even then, once he had the mass of dirt in the bottom, and the whole thing planted, he didn’t know if it would work. If it did, well, you had to go down into it to find what might one day grow there. There were stairs for that, which were covered. Again to help keep the sand from covering them. 
 
    It wasn’t until the morning of his seventeenth day there that anyone even used the road he’d come in on. It was early, but he heard them first, rattling and creaking in wagons with camels and horses. As well as several small white dogs. They had black clad guards, all on horseback, but only six of them, even if the wagon train was at least a hundred wagons strong. Filled to the brim in the back of the wagons, as well. 
 
    When he walked out, smiling, wondering at first if he was going to be attacked, an older man and woman walked up to him. 
 
    The lady spoke first. They both had gray hair, and a hard look to them. Road people, but from what he could tell, not bandits. Indeed, it seemed like a rich and well cared for caravan. Meaning they might fear him, as improbable as that sounded. He was only one boy, after all, if a strange looking one, having light hair and eyes as he did. 
 
    The woman, who was older without being old, smiled at him, politely. 
 
    “We noticed a sign, saying there’s a well here? Is that for all to use, do you think, sonny?” She spoke Scara, but with an accent that spoke of her being from someplace else. Possibly from the west, since it was a bit like what they used in that region. 
 
    “Yes. That tower, there? It has steps down to a clean, deep well. I made some buckets, as well. The trench there… well, it’s not much for now, but if the seeds grow down there it will be a garden one day, if you come through here often?” 
 
    The man grinned. 
 
    “This is wonderous. I can see why you moved in, if you have, no offense. Is this… I have no clue who could make such a thing.” That was expressed with a slow head shake, as people grabbed buckets and went down into the well. One of them, a woman who seemed to be not too much older than he was, with nice dark skin and eyes, came back up, with a bucket filled nearly to the brim. 
 
    “It’s cool down there! The well is deep and fresh, as promised. Do we owe payment for its use? This isn’t a natural feature. There’s magic all over this place.” She smiled at Anders, a tickle covering his skin as she read him, using wizardry. “His magic, if I have that right. I’m Anarra, I watch for water and attack, for the Golden Horse Caravan.” She looked at him directly, pressing upright, as if proud of her job. 
 
    Anders smiled, and bobbed into a bow. It wasn’t well done, but being fancy with these people might be the wrong move. 
 
    “Anders Brolly. I’m improving this area for Prince Naveed, at the moment. So far most of the work has been on the garden area, which isn’t that, yet, if it works at all. Over there?” 
 
    The girl waved for him to follow, which had the others, a lot of them, moving along. The area underground stretched for a good long way, being large enough to hold a field’s worth of food, if it worked at all. 
 
    Anarra shook her head. 
 
    “You used magic to create this? In less than half a year, too, since this wasn’t here back then, when we passed through. That’s impressive. You’re a shaman? Working with the Leshka?” 
 
    He shook his head, but actually explained. 
 
    “Not for this. I just used magic for it. If you’re staying the night, I could raise some simple shelters for you to sleep in? There are what, two hundred and fifty of you in all? We could see to healing, for people and animals, as well?” 
 
    The older woman just turned in place. 
 
    “Early stop at the oasis! Early stop! We have an offer of healing, if any need it. Come to the yellow haired boy!” 
 
    He grinned, as Anarra made a silly face. She was lean, but round through the cheeks, thanks to her high cheekbones. The others there, the older people had that going on as well. 
 
    “He said his name was Anders. Anders Brolly. So, a prince of Barquea, in their top ten? Unless that’s a lie. In which case, well, sitting here and looking like that, you can sell a lot of people on the idea of that being real. An odd place for you to be relaxing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Nodding, Anders put his arms out, palms up. Not too far, just a bit. 
 
    “This is where the desert is that needs to be fixed, so here I am. Let me make those buildings for you? We can make some springs as well. Temporary ones. The deep well is permanent, which is better, but we can get water for the horses and camels this way.” 
 
    He had some spells ready for that, since he’d been in the dry lands before. He walked along the line that was forming, off the road, and made ten of the things, which looked like shallow dishes, about ten paces across, filling with water from underneath. Slowly. It was still a lot of work, so he waited before forming the various buildings for them. Those were more permanent, being inns, a few houses and a large meeting place, since he had a specific word for that. Then, dreading it a little, he made two more deep wells. Those took longer, because it was simply a lot of sand to move around.  
 
    No one bothered him as he worked, but they didn't try to steal his pony or move into his little house, either. Then, because it seemed like a small town now, he built a bath house, and filled the cistern on the top of the flat roof, to allow everyone to have a chance at getting clean. If they cared about such things. Not everyone there did, but a lot of them made use of the facilities, meaning he had to fill the large tank five times, before night came. 
 
    There were no large cook fires, people eating cold, for the most part. They had a lot of dried figs, dates and some candies, made of honey and seeds, which were passed out to him, as well as the others there. Anarra moved in near to him, as they all sat outside, the clear skies showing thousands of stars. 
 
    “So, that was impressive. What do you have planned for after the meal?” 
 
    He wasn’t stupid, so got that she was offering to spend time with him. What that meant to her, he didn’t know. Probably more than Farad was going to be comfortable with. Anders was willing to do a lot though. The only issue he had was that he didn't trust everyone there and Anarra was young and related to a lot of them. 
 
    So they might take offense if he did too much that way. 
 
    “I was thinking a small show of music and illusion? Nothing too bold or outrageous. In the large meeting hall, if anyone wants to see it?” 
 
    She grinned, acting as if it weren’t an odd thing to have planned. He’d been working on some things, though, and wanted to show off, a bit. 
 
    The girl smiled at him, her smooth tan skin showing that she had a dimple on either cheek. 
 
    “That sounds interesting. We can meet after that? In your home here?” 
 
    He nodded, Farad holding his tongue, for once. 
 
    “Yes. Unless that will get us in trouble? You have family here?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Just my grandparents. They run Golden Horse. My father used to have my job, but trained me for it and moved to a cushy position doing magic in Holda, to the south and west of here. That’s where we’re mainly from. You’re from the north? Where?” 
 
    He ate a date, the dried thing was sticky and dense, like candy. 
 
    “Istlan. It’s on the continent above this one. I’m related to the royal family here by marriage. Not by Istlan rules, but the ones here? Which is why the Sula made me a prince here. I’m working for Prince Naveed though, since, clearly, no one from a different land should rule here. Or anywhere. I don’t even know all of the rules here.” For instance, if her family would insist they marry if they were caught together, or simply castrate him, to make sure it didn’t happen again. 
 
    The old tales spoke of both things happening in different parts of the world. 
 
    Anarra grinned again, and touched his arm. 
 
    “You should tell me the whole story? It must be fascinating.” 
 
    It wasn’t. Not to him. 
 
    Still, she hadn’t heard it yet, so he filled a lot of it in. Not everything, but enough to, hopefully, pass the time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter three 
 
      
 
    Anders thought that the show he was performing might go over well enough. It started inside the great meeting hall that had been raised earlier. He’d pushed himself that day and illusion was just as hard as any other kind of magic, but he’d been alone for several weeks and wanted everyone there to enjoy themselves. So they’d like him. Even if, clearly, they had to leave the next day. Early in the morning. They were a goods caravan, and only got paid when the goods they brought in sold. The longer it took for that to happen, the less likely it was that they’d make it with everything intact. 
 
    Still, he’d been practicing a lot, mainly in the evenings, so had a plan in place. The room, at the start of the event was large, with stonelike benches that weren’t that at all, and bright magical lights for the inside of the room, because no one there had fine glass lamps available. Not that they shared with him, anyway. 
 
    Then, carefully, Farad, the illusion, controlling that part of things himself, separate from Anders, walked to the front of the place, up on the raised stage. The lights dimmed as the elderly man, wrinkled and white of hair, his skin as dark as anyone in the audience, started to speak. His voice was strong, and clear, carrying all the way to the back of the room. 
 
    He spoke in virtually unaccented Scara. 
 
    “Welcome, everyone! You are about to witness magical things. Do not fear, or forget that these are only seemings! We’ll start out slowly. Now, first, some music, from Followland the Bard and his troupe!” 
 
    Those worthies came up from the side, appearing out of nowhere. A few in the audience noticed this happening, and gasped, but most simply didn’t notice that taking place at all. 
 
    Anders, the boy, handled the band himself. At the same time, Farad pushed other things into being, as the dulcet tones came from the instruments of the players. Flowers that could be smelled, but not touched, lights that floated around the room and winds, which were real, blowing at the right times for best effect. 
 
    Then, after six songs, Farad moved back onto the stage, toward the front, the music not stopping. 
 
    “Recall, this is only a seeming! You are all safe, sitting on sturdy benches. Your friends and fellows right next to you… Or are you?” 
 
    After that, the old man and the band fell away, the room going dark. Above them the sky showed stars. It wasn’t perfect, if anyone noticed that kind of thing, but the main features were actually there, since Anders understood what the sky was. For the most part, at least. 
 
    A tower was defined, glowing with lights, the room opening around them. None of it was made to feel real at all, since that was too much. What he was doing nearly was, to be honest. He gasped and struggled, as sweat poured from his skin. He wasn’t certain, but he thought that there were some real enough drips hitting the packed sand below him. That was done in the old style, not made into true stone, which it probably needed to be, the next day. 
 
    He refocused on what he was doing, Farad handling the breeze again, allowing him to do more things at once, and caused it to smell of sand and in some indefinable way, of the night. It was well done on a level that Anders didn’t think he could have matched. Not without seeing it done first. Around the tower, which was impressive, glowing in brilliant blue and green, a glowing serpent of light wrapped, crawling and slithering at first, brilliant in the color of the sun, if not as bright. It took to the air at the top, and flew in a fiery circle around the seeming of glowing stone. 
 
    The music kept playing, growing louder and more frantic as this took place. 
 
    Anders was doing it, and still felt gooseflesh raising on his arms, even in the warm room. The audience wasn’t visible, but you could still hear them, making pleased noises when things changed, which he was taking as a good sign. The flowing serpent of light turned into a wolf, standing in front of them, translucent and in the same color that the flying creature had been a few moments before. The detail was good, he thought, seeming like a real dog, except the color and spirit like presentation. 
 
    A thing he could have fixed, but he didn’t want the people there to feel like a real beast was in front of them at any point. Instead, the great wolf stood up on his hind legs, leapt upward, into the night sky, and rose, until it became a star, far above. The moon came into sight, slowly, as a storm began to rage. Lightning struck, booming in a bowel loosening fashion. Wind, which was real hit all of them at the same time, with rain mixed in, which felt correct, but wasn’t making anyone damp. 
 
    This only lasted for a few moments. People cried out, but that ended as the sun rose, behind the tower, which showed to be a simple, but large structure of stone, with fine carvings on the outside. Birds flew in the sky behind it, and instead of a desert, there was a field of grass, moving in the gentle breeze. Behind that, invisible before, in the night, was the ocean. 
 
    The audience was there, sitting on the benches, as flowers and trees rose from the sand, faster than was possible, reaching upward, toward the sun, as the music, now hopeful, and softer, came to an end. It wasn’t, however, the end of the show. 
 
    From inside the tower, a person strode out, his back to the sea. It was a man, but in the Barquean style and type. He had a great beard and if he were too large, well, that made him easy to see at least. For five minutes or so, he moved around, went to catch some fish for his meal, and prepared it over a fire, the smoke and scent of cooking reaching the noses of those there. Then, sped up greatly, the serpent came back. 
 
    Visible as a real snake this time, but huge and glowing enough to prove it wasn’t real. 
 
    The man didn’t notice it, being distracted by his fire, and his life. Not until the beast, wrapped around the tower, which should have been safe for the man, tried to strike, biting him. Perhaps to swallow him whole. For a moment, there was panic in the man’s eyes. He jumped back as the mighty serpent’s face hit the sand, with a thud that could be heard through the entire room. 
 
    Then, as the people there gasped in fright, the man… Smiled. 
 
    “Oh, you want to play my friend? Come! Who’s a good girl? You are!” The man, grew then, and became, of course, a glowing wolf. Then the snake and the wolf struggled, the music starting again. Not defining a great battle, but pipes and horns, with happy sounding strings playing, as the room slowly went dark. Then rose on emptiness. 
 
    Farad, dressed in a tan robe, with a simple belt of rope, moved back up on the stage. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming to this humble show. We hope it was, if not perfect, then good enough to pass the time?” He bowed, hands out, palms down, and moved to the side of the stage, vanishing himself, leaving the room with only real people in it. 
 
    They didn’t do anything for a rather long time. Then, slowly, the people there stood up, and started to stomp and pound their hands. 
 
    Some calling out. 
 
    “Again! More!” 
 
    It went on, until Anders, still covered with sweat, called up a pale green man, covered with scales, wings on his back, to address the people there. 
 
    The beast waved at them, shooing them back with a toothy, fanged, grin. 
 
    “No more! Go now. Back to your beds! That was the show. Go!” He had a very deep voice, but sounded playful and kind for all the illusion looked different. Eventually, slowly, the people left the room, until it was only himself, Anarra and the illusion left. 
 
    The girl, who shook her head, waited a moment, until even the illusion was dropped. Then she snorted, just a little. 
 
    “That… Was well over the top. You understand that, right? Incredible, wonderous and amazing, but as a free show, for some caravanners? No. You should have done a few flowers and maybe the music. Not even the players for it. This on top of raising all these buildings, pulling water from the desert and forming great gardens in the sand… People will have to notice it. They would at least, if any of these people were real.” 
 
    Anders froze, and then sighed. 
 
    “I… Did I make them, in my loneliness?” 
 
    The girl snorted. 
 
    “No. Of course not. You’ve only been out here a few weeks, and while good, aren’t able to do that yet, I don’t think. Close though, if you keep practicing. This really was a good show. I made them. My plan had been to check on you, then leave, but all of this… It’s impressive, Anders, but again, too much. Even leaving this oasis here will be. It’s announcing yourself a great power, rather openly. Not that you aren’t allowed to do that if you chose, but people will eventually come to demand things of you, if you do that sort of thing too often. Not that your deflection onto Prince Naveed isn’t a good plan for that. Maybe put up a sign with his name on it for this place?” 
 
    He nodded, his mind feeling slow from all the work. He hadn’t even cleaned himself yet. 
 
    “Who are you, then?” 
 
    The girl shrugged. 
 
    “Anarra. Anarra Silvan. I was once, a very long time ago, the first teacher of Ganges, your friend. We had met, back then. Well, I met the real Farad, seeing him tell stories for us. I was also with you, Anders, up in Istlan, and again in Yanse. You recall the pretty barrel maker’s wife? That was me. Seeing if the crystals had created yet another monster in the world. I have made it my task to stop such beings, when I can. Some are too great for me to manage, of course. Rothina, for instance? I couldn’t best her in battle. I’ve tried it, three times. She barely even noticed my efforts.” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “Ah? So, you’ve come to end my life?” He didn’t love the sound of that, but didn’t bother to strike at her instantly. He could have, and probably should have, given how well she’d fooled him that day. Then, the truth was that he had been well and truly deceived by her illusion. Then she’d told him what it was. Otherwise he’d be tricked still, he knew. 
 
    Instead of lashing out at him, the girl winked. She still looked youthful and attractive, even if she’d said she was rather ancient. 
 
    “No? Why would I do that? You, rather clearly, aren’t a monster, for all you feel bent and broken by what you’ve had to do in the last years. That burden… it is heavy, but you balance that rather well, by actively striving not to be evil. Many don’t manage that. You met Kaiden Sett? Did you work out who he was, as of yet?” 
 
    Anders, sighing, moved to a bench and sat on it, the woman doing the same, some few feet away. 
 
    “Other than Clarisse Sett’s husband, no. Is he another version of Ganges?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. 
 
    “I could see you wondering that, with what little you know about the damned crystals. No, Kaiden Sett is, he was, my son. When he was a child, no older than Anders Brolly is now, I foolishly held a red crystal to his head, a version of myself inside of it. I honestly hadn’t figured on it working, to be truthful. Ganges had managed it, and shared his success with me, his old teacher. I was trying it… Oh, as a curiosity, rather than a way to live forever. I already understood that I wouldn’t easily die by that time. So, I pressed it to his head…” She stopped, and closed her eyes. 
 
    After a long while, when Anders didn’t make any demands on her, she sighed. 
 
    “It wasn’t even that. He trusted me, his loving mother. I want to claim that I didn’t know what could happen, that I knew my child to be sane and a good boy, immune to the forces of the crystal, but Kaiden had always been wrong, in many ways. Willful and harsh toward those he should have loved. Charming, but broken, without the stresses that should have led him to such an end. Much like you, Brolly. Except that, clearly, I’m no Farad Ibn Istel. He was merged with my mind, already old and too well learned in the ways of power and magic. My son, who wasn’t that good of a person to start with, became something dark and evil.” 
 
    He nodded, and then closed his eyes. 
 
    “So he did hand out the talisman that killed all those people, both now and back fifty years?” 
 
    “Exactly. He harvests the energy of those slain, doing things like that every ten years or so. He’s subtle and for all he is a showman as a profession, he lives his life almost free of magic. Until it becomes needed. You could watch him for years and not see more than the barest hint of what he really is. Know this though, Anders Brolly, he has been behind some of the worst disasters over the last seven hundred years. Massive storms, fires, wars… The flood that killed the original Farad? That was him as well. Targeted at the lover of Ganges, to press him into massive warfare and death. Like a ghoul, Kai stood to the side, collecting the power from the deaths. Never suspected of doing it at all.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good, but he shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not calling you a liar, but there’s no way for me to know if any of that is even truthful, is there?” 
 
    The girl laughed, but it was a gentle thing, not an angry one. 
 
    “Not at all. Take it as a story of what might be, given that? It isn’t your task to handle this anyway. I created him, and it’s up to me to end him. The issue there is that I’ve tried, over and again. Even having grown into something other than what I once was, I can’t remove him from the playing field.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You think I can? Or is this a warning for me to stay away from him, since he will kill me, otherwise?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Neither? I simply came to visit. Like I said, we’ve spoken before, many times. Each in a different form. I can tell you this, I’m not the only one to have done this. You’re attracting some attention. That isn’t, in this case, a horrible thing. You may not want people to know you can do what you can, since normal men and women tend to be annoying after a while, but there is no harm in raising towns and putting wells in the desert. That garden… Truly, make more of those? Even if it doesn’t seem to work at first, you’re creating artificial and protected valleys. Eventually it will reshape the world, if you do enough of it.” She stood then, and stretched, her young seeming body bending back, her loose shift playing over her body. 
 
    “Now, not to be rude, but I should leave? I think you have what you need for now. I’ll be back. Every year or two? Unless you need something of me now? I look rather fetching in this form, don’t you think? Hardly the old hag that I really am, most of the time.” 
 
    He wanted to roll his eyes, pretending he didn’t understand being teased. 
 
    Anders didn’t do that at all, since it was a real chance to do something, and even Farad had to agree that making friends with this woman, even if she was ancient and a bit mad sounding, couldn’t harm them at all. 
 
    “We should do that? I don’t know how, but I imagine you can show me all the tricks?” He felt scared, for some reason. Not because he feared the woman, or that she was other than what she seemed at the moment. That was a useful trick, but he thought it was one he could learn as well. At least now that he knew it was possible. 
 
    Then, Rothina had done something of that as well, making herself pale with light eyes, as Lady Martya. 
 
    Instead of begging off, as he expected from her, Anarra smiled. 
 
    “Let’s? I want to wash up first. That bathhouse is amazing. You should work out how to have it fill itself, without using magic. There are dozens of ways to do that. One of them would be to simply make the washing pools at the bottom of a deep well. You can already do that.” 
 
    He could, and frowned. 
 
    “That… You know, I lived in caves for most of my first life? You’d think I would have worked that out already.” 
 
    There was another shrug. 
 
    “That’s what life is. You go along, thinking you’ve learned it all, and something, large or small, will change, proving that you’ve known nothing, or at least need to change what you think. It keeps things interesting, at least. Now, we need to wash up. Especially you. You really pressed yourself doing that show for me. It was incredible, by the way. I’ve lived for a very long time, one longer than Ganges even, and I have never seen illusion of the sort before. Things as large, as immersive and as finely done, but not merging the fanciful and realistic like that, at the same time.” She grinned, grabbed his hand and started to move toward the door, pulling him along. 
 
    “That’s flattery, just so you don’t let it truly go to your head. You’re decent that way, for one so young, but I’m trying to get you out of your clothing, not stop you from making progress. A good illusionist can fool a person into thinking they’re a different person. Learn to do that, using nothing but seemings and you will be truly mastering the art as it should be done. Do it with a crowd, all at once and I’ll come and study at your feet.” 
 
    They walked for a bit, to the bathhouse, then used the tubs there, the cistern still filled, the water tepid, to scrub themselves. In the same place, the woman moving to him, when he was finished. Her hands moving, gently, down his body. 
 
    “Now… We should start at the beginning?” 
 
    He nodded, nervously. Farad was nearly panicked, but hid himself deep in the boy’s mind and held himself still. Not interfering. Finally. 
 
    What was done was, in the end, probably fairly boring to the ancient woman, but the boy saw the point in such things, and learned what was being taught as well as he was able. Even bothering to encode the hints and instructions into his memory, for later use. That was impressive, truly. Farad knew that when he let himself become aware again, the next morning. 
 
    Looking over toward the empty side of his bed, in his small hut. Rising, he and Anders both, found the new town that had been raised up empty. Anarra gone. Like she’d said she would be. Indeed, there was nothing there at all to show the woman had truly existed at all. 
 
    She had been real, of course. 
 
    The old man inside spoke out loud about the topic. 
 
    “She wasn’t a seeming, or actively using magic. Not on any level I could see. So, you at least, are now a man.” The words were dry, as if disapproving. 
 
    Anders felt… 
 
    Nothing. Nothing odd at all. No special sense that he was a better person or more than he’d been the day before. A bit more educated, perhaps, with some small bit of experience, but that was all. 
 
    “Perhaps. It was interesting, and not a thing to fear, which was a valuable thing to learn. Next time you should watch, at least. Now, how do we test any of this information? I need to get with Depak and Robarts, but I doubt either of them will know much about Anarra, if that’s who she really was.” 
 
    There was no answer for a moment, then, after a while, a shrug came. 
 
    “Ask Ganges? We didn’t part as enemies, after all. Plus, unlike with most people, contacting him using the new method won’t really be teaching him anything, I’d have to think. Well, that we’ve been learning still, but that won’t shock him, I have to think.” 
 
    Anders bathed again first, shaved and dressed in clean clothing, then saw to Juniper and rather carefully called in fodder for the good girl horse and some seeds and berries for himself, filling the large bowl that he had for such collection purposes, after a few hours. 
 
    Then, before doing anything else, not letting his nerves get to him, Anders called out the spell, and spoke, as soon as he could hear things that weren’t there in his hut. It was just shifting around, with the sounds of normal life taking place. 
 
    “Ganges? This is Anders Brolly. I can hear what you say and the other way around. It’s a new spell. For me at least. Do you want to check on me, using magic? I’m in southern Barquea, in the desert.” 
 
    The voice that came back sounded youthful and calm, even if suddenly interrupted as the man had been. 
 
    “Anders? So nice to hear from you. You’re well? Let me…” 
 
    A moment later, in his small hut, Ganges came into being. There was a small pop in the air, as that happened. 
 
    Then the youthful seeming fellow, familiar and normal in most ways, looked around, grinning. 
 
    “There you are, Anders! The real you, as well. I was worried, for a moment, speaking like you did. It took me… The better part of four hundred years, to learn that trick. Truly, I copied it from someone else, a village hedge witch, who had figured out the basic idea. It’s always easier to do things when you know they can be done. How have you been?” 
 
    Anders shrugged. 
 
    “Well, actually. One moment…” He held up a single finger, and spoke gently. “Fen.” 
 
    That had the communications spell breaking instantly. 
 
    Ganges simply nodded, working out what had happened. He waved at himself. 
 
    “Moving across a distance is one of those things you should figure out, for yourself. I had this one ready, so it was done smoothly and seemed impressive, but it normally takes a few months to put such a thing in place, the way I do it. Others have managed it faster, so work on that? Now, you contacted me for a reason?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Anarra Silvan?” 
 
    The man, his face and body making him seem about twenty or so, instead of his true age of over sixteen hundred, nodded. Blandly. 
 
    “You’ve met? She’s… Fine, really. A bit playful and mysterious when it isn’t really needed. She tends to use different faces, most of the time. She’s skilled in magic, but takes a very different track for it than you or I do. She uses blood magic, almost exclusively. She’s refined with it, so doesn’t take a lot of lives, but some, when the need arises. Now her son…” 
 
    “Kaiden Sett?” 
 
    There was a shrug. It was artless, and relaxed seeming. 
 
    “Kai? Probably the same one. He’s horrible. I’m old and not that sensitive to such things any longer. I have killed millions, and some of them only to power spells, so can’t cast blame, but Kai… He enjoys the pain he causes. Where he passes, people die. They suffer. Often without need, not even selfish ones. Anarra should learn to use other sources of power, true. She’s old and set in her ways, but I have hope for her. Kai though… No. Now, Sett? Like our friend Clarisse?” 
 
    He nodded, recalling that they hadn’t met up with the man when last they’d parted ways. 
 
    “Kaiden Sett is a performer from Modroc. Famous for it, and married to Clarisse Sett. Currently they’re traveling around Modroc, performing with Eltha Tennet.” 
 
    Ganges was clever, and very experienced, so nodded, almost instantly. 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “Provided necklaces and bracelets to members of the Barquean royal family, which they used to try and kill me. In a market place in Modroc. Over two hundred died. Kaiden was there. Harmed by it, but…” 
 
    Ganges hissed, seeming annoyed, rather than angry. 
 
    “Close enough to harvest the life energy? I doubt that anything like that could actually do real harm to him. If Anarra changes shape and I use reshaping of solid objects in the main, Kai has always focused on being strong. A knife can’t kill him. Mighty magics won’t either. I have some such defenses and count myself as untouchable. He places most of his effort into such things, and has for hundreds of years. Just to be clear here, I dislike the man, greatly. On the surface he seems fine, but he truly isn’t. If he hadn’t focused himself as he did, I would have killed him myself, by now.” 
 
    Anders didn’t love the sound of that. 
 
    “So, I can’t stop him, can I?” 
 
    Ganges shook his head, but after a moment, let his eyebrows come up and made a considering face, instead of a doubtful one. 
 
    “In a real fight? No. He’d take your life in mere moments. You, however, are a force in this world as well. He’s old, and has his skills, but could you influence him using other tricks? Subtle things that he doesn’t understand? Possibly. He’ll be ready for you to fight him, I’m certain. Even not knowing that in part you were once a man of the stone as he himself is…” There was a smile then. “Now if you’re armed with the knowledge that a battle would mean losing? Yes. I think you might be able to do some things to distract him, maybe even to change his path? You did that with myself and Rutha. We didn’t even truly think it was happening, at first. Just being there and wanting us to be kind and gentle has been reshaping what we are doing.” 
 
    He shook his head then. 
 
    “Of course, we’re both sane. Kai Silvan can fake that, but it’s an act for him. He’s a monster, hiding behind a well-crafted mask, to fool his prey. He’s fooled me, many times. The issue there is that he doesn’t truly believe that anyone would attempt to do that to him, in return.” 
 
    Anders laughed, sighing a bit. 
 
    “Which helps me very little, to be honest. Still, for the moment, we are merely trying to watch him, expecting some great attack to come. It sounds like he might be content, in the moment, to simply carry on as he has? He’s pushy, but likeable enough, otherwise.” Anders didn’t really mean it, but if he was going to trick the man at all, no one in the world could know it was going to happen. 
 
    Not even the man who had just suggested it. From his grin, Ganges understood what he was doing already. 
 
    “Now, is there anything to eat around here? I didn’t bring anything with me. Deserts are awful places, as for easily finding things like that.” 
 
    Anders snorted. 
 
    “It’s simple enough, but I’ve learned to bring in things from great distances, if slowly, and have enough for two. Fodder for Juniper, as well. You should visit with her? I can cook up some basic gruel for us?” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “That sounds good, actually. You haven’t learned to make one food into another, yet? I should have mentioned that earlier, when we were at war, but I didn’t want to seem to be telling you what to do. If you have seeds, you can make it into anything you wish, truly. It’s no harder than changing cloth from one thing to another. Not that a warm bowl would be unpleasant, as well.” 
 
    Anders rolled his eyes, but snorted, smiling at the same time. 
 
    “That… Anarra mentioned that I could simply build a bath house at the bottom of a deep well, to have water constantly for washing that didn’t require magic to pump to the surface… now this… I’d feel bad about myself, missing such basic things, if it wasn’t for the fact that it took you hundreds of years. That’s the only grace here, isn’t it?” He held his face still, Ganges laughing, and slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    “You think you’re mocking me, but that isn’t wrong, for much of it. That will happen to you, as well. You’ll be walking along, living as you always have and then some boy will show up, smirk and inform you of the basic idea that you’ve missed your entire life. When that happens you can only hope that you take it as well as I did.” 
 
    Anders rolled his eyes, playfully. 
 
    “You learned something from me?” 
 
    “Oh, certainly! In sixteen hundred years, it had never occurred to me to teach students using the same memory techniques that you trained me in, for magic. I even taught people how to memorize complete books, but using it for magic directly? That never even passed my mind. Not even once.” 
 
    That left him feeling good about himself, even if it wasn’t that large of a matter. Not truly. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Fine, let me get something better for you than a bowl of undercooked seeds? Some bread and fruit, perhaps?” He grinned, but wasn’t joking about the idea. 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Some juice, as well? Water works well for that. Soup and stew as well. It won’t be more building of the body though, so keep that in mind. If you have seeds, they will nourish as well as seeds will, even if made to seem like a fine cut of meat. If you make water seem like ale, it will fuel the body no more than water might. So, collecting real food will always be needful. It’s still a useful trick, since it allows the eating of things that people normally can’t. Grass can be turned into a meal that will be enjoyed and filling, for instance. Tree bark, as well. Things that you could eat now, but wouldn’t, if given a choice. On the road, that can make things far more enjoyable. In hard times, as well.” 
 
    That seemed correct, so Anders stood and moved toward the door. 
 
    “You should come and look at things while I get that? Juniper is in the barn behind us. The towers are wells, with the water at the bottom, down the stairs. The other buildings are just inns and a bathhouse. Anarra had me thinking that a caravan was in last night. Illusion. One that I couldn’t see through at all.” 
 
    He felt a bit strange, having shown the crowd a show of illusion, when they were all that sort of thing themselves, the whole time. Not that he let that warp his mind too much. 
 
    After all, he had new things to work on. 
 
    Plus, Anders knew, he’d been with a woman. That was kind of thrilling to reflect on. Farad threw himself into learning to make one type of food into another, instead of letting him dwell on the idea at all. 
 
    Which had Anders laughing, for a moment, before they got to work on it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter four 
 
      
 
    “You know, Anders, those towers are rather finely created. I was analyzing the water underneath them and it should last for several hundred years. The drainage is elegant.” The man ate the food provided, which was a thin, but highly spiced root soup, not too hot, since it was a warm day, with flat bread and some tasty fruit slices. 
 
    For a beverage, they had a smooth pear juice, in the Istlan style, since it was the one Anders liked most. They just ate, the other man not seeming to note that he’d come up with a sudden ability to make several different types of food inside half a candle mark. 
 
    Which, he understood, was probably due to the man simply having forgotten that Anders hadn’t known how to do that before. That or he figured that there had been other things to eat the whole time and that the claim of lack was just a lie. 
 
    He didn't answer, enjoying the thin pieces of sweet banana, and slices of orange, that were on his stone plate, next to the fluffy flat bread. The soup was sipped, from the bowls, since making spoons had been forgotten. Ganges went on, after a while. 
 
    “The rest is well done as well. You plan a step garden? That’s massive. How long do you think you’ll be stationed here?” It was an odd way of putting it, but he considered what him being there might seem like and finally shrugged. 
 
    With a smile on his lips. 
 
    “I don’t know? I’ve been speaking with Depak each day. He and Rashid the librarian are trying to find who’s behind the assassination attempts at the palace there. Right now, they seem to have a list of suspects. Me, of course.” He didn’t let himself respond to that, even if being blamed, even a little, while it made sense, also left him feeling angry about it. 
 
    The other man nodded. 
 
    “Yes? Rashid is working with Depak? Not that he shouldn’t. They’re brothers after all. Rashid is several hundred years older, and not as powerful in magic, of course. Then, Depak wasn’t meant to be a human being at the start, which makes for some differences there.” It was a lot to put out, but frankly Anders had gotten that part of things. 
 
    Even the rest with Rashid. 
 
    “He has a Devica inside of him.” Anders couldn’t see that kind of thing easily, and hadn’t checked, but a youthful looking man, with white hair and eyes, coming from Barquea meant that. 
 
    Ganges laughed, gently. 
 
    “Of course. That’s never been my way, but he’s always been a man of learning first. Instead of giving over to death, he found his own way to survive the passing of time. I would have aided him, but he didn’t need my help, in the end. A good man. Not behind the current troubles there, either, before you ask. I’d guess Depak or even you, well before I’d think it was him. Which, yes, could be a trick, but he could simply walk into Darian’s office and ask to be the new heir and Naveed would find himself in the number two spot, almost instantly. He doesn’t care to, so it won’t be that.” 
 
    Anders simply accepted that. Still, someone was behind it. 
 
    “Do you know who it is?” He waited, figuring that, even if he’d been there for some time, months, the man hadn’t really found anything like that. 
 
    Farad hadn’t. Depak either. 
 
    Ganges surprised him then. 
 
    “Oh, certainly. It’s Prince Baret. A brilliant magical talent and intelligent enough to hide his ability there, almost perfectly. More than that, he’s clearly not planning to take the throne for himself, but is rather removing those he doesn’t think fit to rule, instead. He’s being a little clumsy about it, but the truth is that I’d noted most of the same people as being a problem there. I mentioned it to Darian, but didn’t think it my place to take action on the matter. Rutha worked all that out as well. Baret is a good sort, however. A bit like you, in a way.” 
 
    Anders froze and tightened his face. 
 
    “That… Is that the truth?” 
 
    There was a shrug, but a look that seemed mildly annoyed. 
 
    “It is. He hides his thoughts well, for one so young, but not perfectly. The question then is, what do you choose to do about it?” 
 
    He didn’t know the answer to that. Not at all. It caused the world to spin a bit, as he tried to shut down, his heart beating fast and breath feeling like it was stolen. He wasn’t best friends with the boy, the young man, but Baret had been friendly toward him. 
 
    “He tried to kill me?” 
 
    Ganges covered his mouth, and snorted, just as he took a sip of pear flavored water. 
 
    “Gah, right up the nose. You’d think I’d learn not to do that. Anyway, no, of course not. He never once even imagined he could manage that. He’s good, but he isn’t you. He didn’t even try to murder Naveed, though he set that in motion, twice. No, he was getting rid of those who thought that murder would lead them to power. You should speak with him yourself, truly. Do you think you’ll kill him?” 
 
    The words were mild, as if that might be the sensible thing to do. Oddly, even Anders, who didn’t really feel bothered by a man he’d met three times dying, didn’t think that was the correct thing to do at all. Farad didn’t either, but that was due to him being soft and weak inside. At least he presumed that was the case. 
 
    The boy spoke, his words oddly calm. 
 
    “No? I can see the point. The trick then would be in informing the others there, and working out what they think needs to be done. Killing him might be needed. Certainly, removing him from the palace there, at least for a while. Killing a Prince or Princess is illegal here, or so I’ve heard. Does it count as that if he sets others in motion to do the killing, with them dying instead?” 
 
    Anders was asking without needing an answer. It would count that way, almost certainly. 
 
    Instead of speaking on it, the other man ate, until all the food was done, and then closed his eyes. Setting something in motion. Anders tried to follow it, and failed. When the eyes opened, the man shrugged. 
 
    “You can handle this. This place isn’t a bad one. It can be turned into something great, if you wish it to. Not that you’ll have a chance in the coming days. I’m going to leave now. I have work to see to and all that. It was pleasant, hearing from you. We should do this again, soon?” 
 
    Anders smiled, since it had been a nice visit, even if the topics had been a bit serious. 
 
    “Indeed! I enjoyed this, more than I have anything for a while. I’ll handle Baret, then. Perhaps…” He had an idea, but Ganges vanished, the air popping again, his oldest friend in the world gone. 
 
    That the man might also be his greatest enemy was in there as well, of course. 
 
    Not waiting, he cleaned up from the meal, washed his hands and then, a bit late for the day, contacted Depak Sona, speaking in Istlan tongue. Others at the palace of the Sula spoke that language, but not many of them. 
 
    “Depak Sona? It’s Anders.” 
 
    The answer came easily and quickly. 
 
    “Ah, Anders! I’d wondered if I’d been forgotten. Is anything amiss?” 
 
    He nodded, since it really was. 
 
    “A caravan came here last night. That turned out to not be one of those at all, instead being a woman named Anarra Silvan. Ganges’ original master in magic. Her son is Kaiden Sett, Clarisse Sett’s husband. He it seems is a monster, in truth. A blood mage and nearly impossible to kill or destroy, if not impossible in totality. I was in touch with Ganges earlier, to confirm that, and he came here, using magic, so I had to make a meal. I did learn to change foods, one into another? That’s useful.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “It would be, of course. I’d never thought of doing that, myself…” 
 
    Anders laughed a bit. 
 
    “I know. It’s so obvious the moment it’s mentioned, but I didn’t even ever consider it as possible. Anyway, I asked if he knew who was behind the attempted killings there. He did, of course. That was annoying, too.” 
 
    There was a deep inhalation and a very soft word. Depak sounded almost sad when he spoke. 
 
    “Baret.” 
 
    “Indeed. So, if my understanding of this is correct, it was set in motion to cull the ranks of some of the worst, not kill anyone who’s more or less fine. A thing that… Well, I can see it. There are fewer councilors in Yanse for the same reason.” 
 
    Slowly, Depak spoke, his words humble, which was strange. 
 
    “What… Do you plan to do about that?” 
 
    Anders shrugged. 
 
    “Meh? I was thinking that I’d teach him some languages and take him to Yanse. There are fewer councilors there, after all. Darren has to leave soon to marry Javina and Jeld, while doing well, needs to move to a new posting, to give him a chance to grow on his own. We can train Baret up and put them in as the apprentice wizard there for a while?” 
 
    That might not be allowed, and he had no particular control over what Sula Darian might order to be done that way. 
 
    “The military is also an option, but the Yanse one sounds more fun. Plus, a thing that is a high crime here could be useful there, with some of their more… Particular nobles?” 
 
    After a moment, there was a sound of walking, the man muttering, as if to himself. 
 
    “Very good. Can you arrange that on the other side for us? I’ll see if I can pull Rashid in on this with me. We’ve both been beside ourselves for months, since we worked it all out. The boy was foolish, but in a way that saved me work, personally. We haven’t informed Darian. I don’t think the child will survive, if we do that. Prince Lassa wasn’t going to become good, even working with you, but it wasn’t just a death, it was one set in motion by the Sula himself. It has weighed heavily on his mind, these last months. The others dying did as well. He feels that he’s responsible, that they came for you seeking to remove a threat to any of them climbing the ranks.” 
 
    Anders could understand the thought, at least. 
 
    “Which the man shouldn’t have to bear the weight of. I can’t love lying to him, however. I know that we want to save Baret, but we can’t trick the Sula about it. Let me see if I can arrange things in Yanse? Then… I can start out in the morning and be there in about two weeks? We should be careful, actually. Let me get there, so I can beg Sula Darian not to kill Baret?” It had worked before, after all. 
 
    He doubted it would again, given how that had worked out. 
 
    Which Depak understood. 
 
    “I’ll handle that. Thank you, Anders. I’d worried that you’d want him dead, since, well, he deserves it.” 
 
    “Don’t we all, eventually?” 
 
    He broke the communication then, and spoke to Robarts first, instead of Prince Alpert. 
 
    That was mainly out of habit. 
 
    “Prince Robarts?” 
 
    “Prince Anders? Are you well?” 
 
    He was, so smiled. 
 
    “Much has happened, but I’m fine. Let me cover it all for you?” 
 
    That took some moments, but the man simply listened, and at the end cleared his throat. 
 
    “So, the idea is to send this man into exile? Is Yanse the place for one so… hard?” It was a strange thing to say, in regards to a land that had tried to destroy their own not a year before. 
 
    Anders thought he saw the reasoning, at least. 
 
    “I think so? Baret wasn’t seeking power, or so I’ve heard. He was protecting his family and his land as a whole. As Depak pointed out, many of those who died would have anyway, simply later, when they made the wrong choice on their own. He simply gave them a few nudges to set them in motion. That might not be all of it, but short of asking directly, I probably can’t find out a lot more than that. Even using magic for it.” At least Ganges had been mildly impressed with his control over his thoughts, from the sound of it. 
 
    A breath later, the other man spoke, as easily as if they were in the same room. 
 
    “Well, we’re allies, so if the Sula wishes it done, and Alpert agrees, I can see no harm in it. I’ll write this up for father, but keep it secret, in case we need to bring him here? Plotters might see his actions and think it means a lust for power, which doesn’t seem to be his way?” 
 
    He hoped that was the truth. 
 
    “I’ll get with Alpert on that, then, first thing. We don’t really have to be involved, of course. He seemed kind enough, when we met, but he also sent people to kill me, who managed to murder hundreds at the same time. That… It was also Kaiden Sett, it seems? So there’s that. It might not have happened without that man being involved.” 
 
    “The one we cannot do anything about? There have been too many such in our lives of late. I can’t like it.” 
 
    Anders agreed, but didn’t comment on it. The fact was that there were people, individuals, in the world that no one could touch, properly speaking. Not in a way that would mean anything. That there were more of them than he would have ever guessed, was less than perfectly comfortable. 
 
    Robarts spoke, seeming firm on the idea at least. 
 
    “Do it. I’ll get with my father. You aren’t wrong, however, this isn’t actually our responsibility. Aiding this boy is only worth it if it strengthens our relationship with the Sula there.” 
 
    That was the truth. Honestly, having the young man put to death was probably the easiest path for him, personally. Even at that moment he was living in the desert, playing with puddles in the ground, because Prince Baret had made a mess of the world. It had impacted a lot of people, too. 
 
    After checking on Juniper, making certain she had enough to eat and pet her until she seemed to get bored with it, he contacted Alpert, making certain he was alone, first. That meant waiting for about two hours, as he watched the man. He was readying for a meal, in his own chambers, his valet leaving the room for a moment. 
 
    “Prince Alpert? It’s Anders Brolly.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “I can hear you this way. I’m currently in the desert, in Barquea. Do you have need of a new mage there? Prince Baret might be available for that job, shortly. He’s decent with magic and we need to find a new position for Jeld, to press him forward and Darren needs to travel to Istlan soon, to ready for his wedding to Javina. There’s been a bit of an issue here, with some assassination attempts. The assassins are all dead, but it seems Baret set that in motion. To get the troublemakers killed. To protect the good people. It wasn’t perfectly done, but meant well.” 
 
    At least as far as he understood, so far. 
 
    The prince, his father, didn’t speak for a while. 
 
    When he did, his voice was soft. 
 
    “I could use someone. Are you going to come with him? Just to visit?” There was a strange desperation in his voice, on the last bit. 
 
    “I could, of course. I’m only staying away for the comfort of the community there. Having me around can’t leave them feeling safe at night.” 
 
    The man laughed then. 
 
    “You might be surprised, Anders. The thoughts about you have changed over the last months, in particular. From the hero of the other side toward a man who ended a war before it could impact the average man and woman too much. Word spread that you, personally, didn’t allow the ladies of the castle here to be raped, when they surrendered. Darren Willet has carried that forward, on several occasions, finding those in our own military who have harmed women or children outside of orders and handing them to the Generals’ for punishment. He’s popular here as well. Even with the military, if you can believe that. He spends much of his time healing them, and a healer not allowing others to be used or harmed makes sense to fighting men, I gather?” 
 
    That was good to hear. 
 
    “Jeld has been useful, as well?” 
 
    “He has! He reworked the sewage systems of seven medium to large towns, on his own. Also, Apprentice Walden has been keeping up with his studies and taking on tasks to aid those in the local area and here in the castle, already. Do you know if the plan is for him to stay with Darren, for training? No one is certain yet…” 
 
    Anders wasn’t either, but he simply thought for a moment. 
 
    “Truly, I think we should ask Darren about that, and offer him a place in one of the mage schools. It seems like several lands are planning those. Near the main ports, so I can reach them by ship, easily? Say, do you want one there, in Yanse? I can build it, but I need to find headmasters for the various places. Darren might do for that, really. He’s young still, but…” 
 
    The Prince coughed, just a little. 
 
    “Understood. That might be a bit premature here, anyway. Things are better, but the idea that Yanse is being lead by Istlan now is still a raw point for many. They’re beginning to see that we aren’t beasts, or barbarians, but that doesn’t mean they want us to infect their magic with our own.” 
 
    That was fine, and kind of a relief, to be honest. Not making the offer could be seen as a slight, but he truly didn't think he could run even three schools, much less four. One had been beyond him, so far. 
 
    “Well, if they change their minds, we can do it later? I agree that we shouldn’t press in too fast.” 
 
    The conversation could have wound down, but Princess Aisla walked into the room, speaking so Anders understood it was her. 
 
    “Did you call me, Dear?” 
 
    “No, I’m on with Anders right now? He can just speak to me, somehow? I haven’t asked about it.” 
 
    It was supposed to be a secret, but he spoke a few words, with his father being able to hear him and added Aisla to the conversation. 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone? This could be used for spying too easily, so we don’t want the word to get out yet. We were just speaking about Baret. There’s been news. He basically set up the others to attack people he thought would survive, so that they’d be killed. No one knows what the Sula will order about it yet, but he might be moving there, to act as the apprentice wizard and mage, if he can get up to speed in time. He can, from the sound of it.” 
 
    There was a huff. 
 
    “Baret? But… He was always so nice. Kind and concerned for others. That doesn’t sound like him at all!” 
 
    Anders agreed, but it was still the truth. At least it seemed that way. So he didn’t argue the point. 
 
    “You’re willing to have him in then? Will that be allowed by your wizard there then?” For the life of him, Anders couldn’t remember the man’s name. His face, that he was a bit heavyset and seemed to be an excellent wizard, but that was all. 
 
    Alpert made a small sound. 
 
    “Master Burrows? He’s been working with Darren and Jeld for the last year, learning many skills himself. He’s a natural magician, it seems. Powerful and hard working. I can ask after that for you? Prince Baret will be his second, you say?” 
 
    “Exactly. That was… Glen Burrows? If Baret lives, I might need to be able to prove he isn’t just moving to eat candies and meet exotic blonde haired northern women.” 
 
    That got a chuckle, if a dark one, from Aisla. 
 
    “I… don’t want to lose another family member, and he’s a sweet boy, but we shouldn’t expect this to go well. Not after all of these deaths. Have they considered just not telling father?” 
 
    Anders sighed. 
 
    “Yes. I insisted. We can’t lie to him over this. Even if it causes pain. I hope that I haven’t set Baret up to die. Regardless, I’m not going to trick the Sula.” 
 
    He sounded almost harsh on the matter. Aisla huffed, and Prince Alpert made a strained sound. 
 
    When he spoke, he sounded bemused, instead of angry. 
 
    “This is part of why Father doesn’t know what to do with you, Anders. You keep being loyal, even when it’s difficult and against your own best interests. Only a fool would send you away, but it also seems like a threat, since those closest can stab deepest.” 
 
    Words that he understood, of course. 
 
    “I know. I’m still not going to lie to him. Or to King Matheus.” 
 
    “Of course, Son. We all know that. Now, you’re headed here, regardless? What plans do you have right now. Truly, where are you?” 
 
    That meant explaining his location, and linking with both of them, so that they could see through his eyes, as he walked around the little compound he’d built, showing them the various features. Aisla gasped at the garden area. 
 
    “You made an underground farm? With water, in the desert? That’s… Well, I don’t even have words for it. This seeing through your eyes isn’t bad, either. Still, that garden will be there even when you aren’t. We should have some put in here, to defeat the snow? I don’t know if that can work. Like a glass house, but larger?” 
 
    He nodded, thinking. 
 
    “Princess Lissa can make clear, bubble free, glass. I can as well, but we should ask if she wishes to help with it. I’ll need to do some research. How big of a complex do you want for that? I might have to try it in Istlan, first. That will mean finding some land for it.” 
 
    Aisla clapped. At least he thought it was her. She spoke, as if standing directly next to him. 
 
    “Good. Do that? We’ll have you in here, in the spring? Can you come then?” 
 
    He didn’t know at all. It was closing in on that, being no more than a few months away up there. 
 
    “I can’t say. Probably not, really. First, I need to find out what the plan is. I don’t even know if I’m traveling in the morning or not.” 
 
    That wasn’t up to him, which was annoying, but not a thing that the others didn't understand. Both of them had lived under the personal command of a world leader, their entire lives. That meant, as often as not that they weren’t truly in control of their lives. That was how most people lived, but it was, perhaps, a little more powerfully clear to people when a king or Sula said no, than if it were the local sheep farmer. 
 
    They both were needed at the next meal, so had to be released from the spell. Anders was left with nothing to do for a time, so set himself to making up names and spells for various food dishes. Some of them were rather fancy, being taken from a list of his favorites from several lands. 
 
    Enough that, if all he had to eat was grass and drink was water, he’d be well full each day. Still starving, since you couldn’t live on grass, but starving on a full stomach, eating fine foods was better than not having it. Plus, if he was given molding fruit spread and day old bread, he could transform it into something far nicer. 
 
    Still, while that took hours, he recalled some things about Anarra. What he’d done with the woman, but also how she’d held the illusion of an entire caravan like she had. Not as rough shadows or place holding indicators of one person, in many different places. He could do that himself, already. No, the woman had held hundreds of individuals, each unique, at the same time. 
 
    He tried it himself, since he had time, and simply failed. He could hold seven high quality people or figures at one time, and then Anders started to lose them. If he simply made one or two figures and copied them, he could do more, but even then it became hard to hold it all in mind constantly. Things started to drop out, if he made too many parts to it. 
 
    It was annoying and truly, he didn’t think he could just hold that many factors in mind. 
 
    “So, don’t? You can’t hold that many images, but what if you linked the illusions to magician style spells. Form a being of light, who looks the way you want and answers to a specific magical name?” It was Farad who spoke, seeming to be musing, rather than having a real plan. 
 
    It was worth trying, so Anders twisted his lips into a frown. A considering one. 
 
    “That could work? Let me try something simple. An illusion of a ball, with a feeling of being real and a scent of pine trees?” 
 
    He only took a few moments to bring it about, then held the sigil in mind, and spoke the new word. 
 
    “Boska, fen ot…” 
 
    The ball seemed to be made of painted wood, the grain showing on the sides through the thin coloring, which was blue. It floated in the air, but when he took it, the ball truly seemed to become a ball. That was as it should be, but he wasn’t having to move it in his mind. He tossed it aside, letting it bounce and act as it wanted to. It wasn’t perfect, but it did roll to a stop, again, without making it happen directly. 
 
    The thing could be juggled, tossed and in the main acted as if it were simply real. It even smelled like wood, when he sniffed at it. A little too much like a real tree, in a forest, instead of milled material or the varnish on it, but that could be fixed. He hadn’t planned it out correctly, but the basic idea seemed to be working. 
 
    “Still, that doesn’t give us fifty different people at one time, doing different things, does it?” 
 
    He worked for the rest of the night on that, focusing on only a few people. Realistic ones, and familiar, being Followland Hearth and his people. The whole process wasn’t simple or easy, and they were still a bit too primitive, in the end. 
 
    They moved a bit, scratched, twitched and looked around, while breathing and on occasion coughing, but they just sat in place, instead of acting like full, real, people. The images could, with a few new spell portions, be controlled without fading, which was easier, but he still wasn’t going to be doing a hundred of them at one time. What he needed to do was somehow form beings that could do things on their own, part of the time. It couldn’t be that complex, but he thought it might be possible, in controlled circumstances. 
 
    “Like seeming to work with animals? If they were all illusions, that could be set up, in the distance… Let’s try that.” 
 
    It was a simple scene, but by the time he needed to go to sleep, he had four horses each looking different, standing out in front of his little house, with two grooms, moving to alternate between brushing the animals and feeding them apples.  
 
    They sounded right, he thought. At least Juniper wanted to come and see them. She walked over by herself, since it was getting dark. She was leery, but after a bit she tried to get in on the apples as well. Those weren’t real at all, naturally. Not being a monster, Anders got some of her plain fodder and reshaped it, to be an apple of her own, which would seem moist and at least taste correct. 
 
    Juniper wasn’t pleased with the horses and grooms that weren’t there, when she tried to nuzzle them. He could have made them solid, but simply had them vanish, instead. The idea worked, but it was still just as hard to hold five illusions at once. After that, he ate a late meal, summoning more seeds and grains from a distance, as well as some edible greens. Those were changed, making sweets and some cooked meat and soft cheese, but he didn’t try anything too special. 
 
    Mainly because he was distracted by the idea that he may well have insisted that Prince Baret be put to death. When he checked on Depak and what was happening that way, everyone seemed to be in a meeting. He picked up a bit about it, but honestly wasn’t certain what the outcome was going to be. The rest of his evening was spent inside his hut, watching the proceedings. 
 
    From the sound of it, Naveed wasn’t that pleased with Baret, even if he understood his plans. After all, the man had been stabbed over a hundred times, as a ploy. The Sula was enraged, which poured off of his mind, and didn’t truly show on his face or in his body at all. 
 
    Depak was stolid and blank, but picked up that Anders, or at least someone, was watching them. Baret wasn’t there, he noticed. There was a bit of yelling, but that seemed to be in frustration, not at each other. 
 
    In the end, the Sula sighed, and shook his head. 
 
    What that meant, Anders wasn’t completely certain. More, he didn't know if anyone he was looking at understood it either. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter five 
 
      
 
    Anders woke early the next day, repacked all of his things and readied to leave his new desert camp, even before eating for the day. Then, reluctantly, he contacted Depak Sona, wondering if the talks about Baret were continuing or not that day. 
 
    The man, when he spoke, sounded… Normal. 
 
    “Anders? Good day. I was just working on a new spell, which should, if it works, allow me to count a large amount of objects at once. It’s unusual, since I have to tie in wizardry and magician skills at the same time.” The man sounded distracted, instead of upset. 
 
    Not even tired. 
 
    “I was worried that Baret would be dead already. Is all well that way, then?” 
 
    There was a soft grunt. For a long time the man didn’t speak, just shuffling some papers around. 
 
    “Exile. In secret as well. If the generals and lords of Barquea find out that we allowed a killer Prince get away with such crimes… Well, I have to imagine that would throw our land into a war that we don’t truly need. Baret has been informed and is taking it well. You made some arrangements there?” 
 
    Closing his eyes, he nodded, slowly. Swallowing. 
 
    “Up in Yanse. The position is a real one, using magic. Ganges seems to feel that Baret is much better that way than he allowed anyone to know about. If not, we can still get him up to speed.” Possibly not, but if that was the case, they’d just have to find something else for him to do. 
 
    Gasping a bit, he shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry. I was thinking of this as more of a way to get him out of the way for a while, not being banned from his home forever. I understand it, of course, but…” 
 
    There was another sound, like a low grunt, then. 
 
    “Yes. No matter why he did it, Barethala murdered several of his own family. If he’d acted under the orders of Darian, or even Naveed, this wouldn’t have happened, but on his own, even if his base assumption was correct… No, I can see it. Truly, Darian is being too soft, allowing the boy to live. I think he expects me to handle that for him.” The tone of the words was dry. 
 
    Annoyed, as well. 
 
    Anders let his face tighten. 
 
    “Ah? Why? I mean, if we have to kill him, then we do. Why pretend it’s something else like this?” 
 
    No answer came, for so long that Anders wondered if Depak was ignoring him out of anger. Finally, the man spoke, in Istlan, his voice low. 
 
    “Why is he passing it to me? Because he’s a father. He doesn’t want his children to die, even if, at times, it’s needed. Baret is well liked, as well. It might be best to simply tell everyone what he chose to do, and then remove the threat, but even doing that could well end in a war. So, instead, I have to find a way for him to have an accident that will seem realistic enough that no one will think it was murder, while removing him well enough that even Darian’s detractors will wonder if it was on purpose.” That sounded hard or perhaps impossible. 
 
    Anders sighed. 
 
    “I… Don’t love it myself, but I understand. You’ll be attending us on the sea voyage home?” Such trips were dangerous, after all. Yanse could be made to seem that way as well, but it was dark work. A thing that Anders, the boy, was more or less fine with, after a moment. 
 
    He’d met Baret and found him friendly and charming. They’d shared a single meal. That didn’t mean he was going to cry for him at his funeral. 
 
    Depak cleared his throat. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I hate this kind of thing.” 
 
    “I know. I can do it, if you can’t?” The words probably weren’t needed, a thing that he understood. The man was normal, but a warrior. A man who had killed more people in battle than even Anders had. 
 
    The offer was meant to let him know that he had help, if it was needed. That was all. 
 
    There was a long sigh, in his ears. 
 
    “I’ll manage it. Traveling north for a while might be the best plan. Why would I be doing that?” 
 
    Shrugging, looking at the tan, not very large, room he was in, sitting on his soft bed, which was made of bits of plants found in the first days there in the desert, Anders came up with an answer. 
 
    “I need to see to my school, and having the Great One of Barquea there to guide me will allow the people of Istlan to feel better about a child being in charge of the new project? Plus, I want to go over what the students need to know, and how to teach them. That will take several people, with various skills. Truly, I was planning to ask you, Lissa and Salina along anyway, when I went back. They should be done with their initial military training soon, I think.” 
 
    That could be a problem, of course. The girls might well not want their brother, a likable one, to die, if they could stop it. Anders thought he might be able to beat Salina in a fight, if it came to it. He was a veteran, and hard inside, which would give him an edge that she simply couldn’t match. The girl was powerful though, and could accidently throw out enough raw force to kill him, if pressed hard enough. Plus, she’d been practicing for war every day for months. 
 
    Princess Lissa was a different story that way. Anders had to figure that she was going to be at least as skillful as he was, eventually. She also held nearly twice the power that he did, at the same time. If it ever came to blows and spells, he honestly didn’t know if he’d survive it. Plus, he liked her. It wasn’t love, of any deep sort, but it was enough that he doubted he could really just take her life in the way it would be needed, if he wanted to truly best her in battle. 
 
    Depak Sona was much like that as well. 
 
    The man was stronger in magic than he was. Like one of the powerful ladies, if not a bit stronger than even that, due to his unusual birth. He was also skilled in battle. When they played at fighting, the man bested him half the time, without bringing his full might to bear at all. 
 
    Thankfully that kind of thing wasn’t likely to happen, on any front, but having the ladies there, if they didn’t understand why such a death was needed, could be an issue. 
 
    Still, after a moment, Depak made a soft noise in the back of his throat. 
 
    “That makes some sense. You do know that no one, in any land, assumes you will have a working college for another ten years, don’t you?” The voice had shifted, toward teasing, as if Anders didn’t understand that he was too youthful seeming to be trusted by most people. 
 
    He chuckled a bit, even if the mood was dark. 
 
    “I do know that. Everyone has told me, at almost every turn. This is simply what getting ready for that looks like. Truly, it would be this, without all the running around, traveling over half the world.” It was less than that geographically, by a good bit, but he was simply trying to seem like he wasn’t a monster, at the moment. 
 
    Farad wasn’t certain Anders was making it, at the moment. He’d changed the topic too easily, as if he truly didn’t care that Baret was slated for death. Which, after he’d been told it was the plan, had happened, inside of him. 
 
    The plan had changed, so he, naturally bent to meet what was needed. 
 
    Still, that didn’t mean he wanted to be seen as evil. He waited, with Depak speaking, after a moment. 
 
    “You’re coming here, to meet us? I’ll have Salina and Lissa recalled. That should take them about fifteen days of travel. Perhaps less, if we tell them to hurry?” 
 
    He thought for a moment, then closed his eyes again. 
 
    “I’ll start that way shortly. Juniper is saddled and ready. I can be moving soon, given that.” The day would be bright and hot, but he could come up with some tricks for that. Ways of protecting from light, and the deadly heat. 
 
    Depak sounded dark for a moment. 
 
    “Ten days?” 
 
    “Ten to fifteen. I’ll travel faster once outside the desert. I’ll need to move at night, half the time and sleep, or at least rest, in the hottest time. I can move for several hours if I leave now. I want to build some deep wells, along the way, so that will slow me down.” He started moving, even without breaking the communication. It was handy that way. 
 
    Depak simply cleared his throat. 
 
    “Thank you, Anders. I know that Sula Darian wishes to speak to you, before we leave. We’ll be in contact each day?” 
 
    “Yes. Even if that last bit sounds dark. He wishes to speak to me?” 
 
    “Nothing that dire, I’m certain. Apologies for having had to consider you as the possible threat, most likely.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” The issue there was that the man would be a fool not to wonder if Anders still was one of those. “I’m not that worried as far as that goes. I’m the man from a different land. Our ways are different. It’s why I can’t become the Sula, ultimately. Wisdom isn’t enough to overcome such factors.” 
 
    He broke the spell then, with a single word, and closed the small hut up, everything he needed being taken away with him. The barn was tidied up as well, as Juniper danced a bit, anxious to be moving again. 
 
    “Easy there, girl! We’ll be traveling for days. Back to the palace of the Sula. You know, where they give you all those treats and brushings every day?” 
 
    There as a snickering, which seemed to be almost in answer to the words. It was probably a response to the sound, but was companionable, regardless. 
 
    Rather directly, Anders rode away from the small town that he’d built. Thinking about deep gardens that could weather the winter in Istlan and Yanse. 
 
    He thought that it should be possible to dig shafts into the ground that would allow heat to rise, well enough, as long as he trapped it at the top with insulating glass. Light would be needed, but Istlan and Yanse had water, in most places. There the needed factor was going to be warmth in the coldest months. 
 
    Having little else to do, he worked, while in the saddle, to come up with the needed spell words for such a thing. That took over an hour, just to make the plans for it, since he wanted to be able to mutter no more than three words and have the spell reach into the earth and create itself, fully and completely. Even if there were rocks or hills in the way. 
 
    Frustratingly, Anders came to understand he was going to need to do each of the structures in several portions. The deep heat was always there, in the ground, thankfully, and he didn’t need steam heating, as much as a constant warmth coming up in the coldest part of the year, but it was still going to be very deep, and require an active mind to make happen, using wizardry while he reached into the world below. 
 
    Once that was started, the deep pit had to clear the dirt, rock and sand. Possibly plants, too. Then a heavy above ground structure, one of pure glass, would be desirable. The problem was, even with vents, that such a house would be too warm in the summer months. 
 
    A thing that he didn't have a fix for at all. Then, they could use fields for that part of the year, to good effect. It had worked so far, at least. 
 
    Using his new trick of holding the idea static in his mind, feeling constantly as if he couldn’t breathe while he did it, he worked out a set of plans for such garden spaces. It had to be done carefully, and slowly, given the size he had planned for the idea. The issue he had there, as he rode under the bright, hot sun, was that he needed to work out where to put the things so that they wouldn’t be wasted space, part of the year. 
 
    Farad, clearing his throat, spoke then. Anders nodded, noticing that the old man was riding beside him, on a donkey. That was gray and had a pack on it, which seemed at least as real as the best such images he’d managed himself, so far. There was a trickle of power moving out toward the illusion, but it wasn’t being driven by Anders, personally. 
 
    “Could the glass be made to pivot, mechanically? Then in the summer months the top could be opened to the air, and the heat vents capped? Then you could use the space and water system for plants year-round.” 
 
    They discussed that idea, which meant working in metal, not just stone or glass, for part of it. That would take different resources, but wasn’t magically any harder than working in stone or glass. All of it would have to be done very carefully, if he didn’t want to end up killing himself, attempting it. 
 
    Anders grinned at the thought. After all, he was, finally, working out how to be a bit more careful with how much magic he was using, day to day. That wouldn’t look like it, but he wasn’t exhausting himself constantly, like he used to do on a regular basis. 
 
    After a while the sun rising above him, beating down with a brutality he still wasn’t used to, he decided it was time to work out some protections against such things. Shade, and a cool breeze would be enough, he thought. He could heal the reddened skin of a burn from it, but stopping that in the first place was the better option. 
 
    “Dosta, vendi met, fen ot…” 
 
    This was actually two separate spells, combined. The first part, Dosta, caused a shade, seeming like a blue and green cloth, to float above him, about three feet over his head. That suddenly happening had Juniper craning her neck and glancing upward, rather skeptically. 
 
    “Easy, it’s just an illusion. One that blocks the light of the sun though, so useful to us. The breeze is nice, isn’t it?” 
 
    That was strong enough to make his clothing flap, without threatening to take him from his pony’s back. It was cool enough to make his skin prickle a bit, the sweat on his arms leaving him feeling cold, for a few moments. Then it settled into merely being comfortable. 
 
    After a while, Juniper neighed again. She was walking easily, and probably didn’t need water yet, but he looked around, using his mind for the task. There was nothing like that for well over a day’s travel, of course. Just sand, and in places, rocks. 
 
    Except under the ground, of course. 
 
    “Let’s stop for a bit and make a well? I can get water for you, first, while I do that, of course.” 
 
    Slowing and dismounting, he pointed at the ground. Away from the road, but only by about twenty paces. Then, gently, he called a well tower into being. It was, or would be, exactly like the ones that he’d made a few days before at his camp. The drain on his magic was real, and kind of intense, but it simply started to form, slowly. He pulled water into a shallow disk in the ground for Juniper, taking some for himself first, in his water skin, since Juniper, while a good horse, still had to stand in the water to drink it. That wasn’t cool, really, being more tepid and bland, but he didn't bother changing it to juice or cooling it. 
 
    He was doing enough for the moment, keeping his pony in the shade, with a cool breeze, as a tower slowly started to come into being. As soon as Juniper was ready, he climbed on her back again, patted her neck and rode off. The tower kept growing, even as he moved further away from the location. It got a little harder as the distance grew, but the structure was finished after a few hours. 
 
    So he repeated the whole thing, doing it twice more before he realized that he’d been in the saddle for nearly ten hours that day. Even stopping regularly, that meant they’d gone at least thirty miles. It was more than had been planned for, so he shrugged and patted his good girl horse again. 
 
    “This looks like a good enough place to stop for the day. We even have lots of light. What should I do?” 
 
    The neighing that came indicated a desire of food, at least to him. He was kind of hungry himself, so nodded. 
 
    “Fodder for you first. That will take a while.” 
 
    It did, but only about an hour. While that took place, Anders sighed and made another well, then an inn style building for people traveling and a large barn. The hard part was the deep bathhouse, since he had to create a new kind of structure to make that work. It was still light out, with Juniper happily munching on the food he’d found for her, when he decided to stop making new things. At least for the day. 
 
    Calling food for himself took longer than it did for the horse, being she was less picky than he was. Then he transformed it into a meal of bread and meat, with some bitters and herbs and a mild sauce for it all. It was eaten out of his hand, but better than boiled seeds and bits of bitter dark brown bark, which was what he’d mainly gotten at that location. 
 
    Then, feeling a bit bored, he sat and realized that he had nothing much at all to do. Which, he decided, meant it was a good time to make a dedicated illusion for Farad to use. A single name that would allow him to come into being, when he wished to. With the ability to touch things and move it. Anders made the illusion, but then altered it, leaving the fellow with a more youthful look. Still a man, but a bit taller than he had been in life, with black hair and a full beard in the same color. The skin was still dark and the face was that of Far. 
 
    At the same time, it was designed for the old man inside of him to control easily, instead of playing at things on its own. 
 
    “Faradesta, ere, Fen ot…” He pointed at the ground, a man suddenly standing there, dressed in robes, like a wizard. The kind with trousers, but in a fine gold color that shimmered and showed a hint of green in the dimming light of the sun. 
 
    After a moment, the image turned to him. 
 
    “Well, this is rather well done! Thank you, Anders. It’s a bit odd. I’m still inside of you, but… This works. I can touch and hold things?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t try to pick up Juniper or anything, though. We’re still powering this directly and sudden shocks that way can add up. You have the phrase down, though?” 
 
    There was a nod. 
 
    “I can use this at need, do you think? I wouldn’t want to… Well, this is your life, not mine, so…” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “Except that two of us are here, even if you’ve been good that way. Now, I was thinking that I’d review all of the spells that I’ve been going over? Just in my head. It isn’t that entertaining, but…” 
 
    The old man wrinkled his nose and nodded, his unlined face looking stronger than Anders had really been thinking of it. 
 
    “If you don’t use your memories, they will fade. I need to do that as well. Also, to go over the texts I’ve memorized in my first life and since. We should add those skills to the curriculum of the university. Languages, too.” 
 
    Anders could see a need for both, himself. 
 
    “The memory skills first? Both of those are needed though, clearly. Fighting as well, but healing and building things like these wells and gardens, roads and houses, are probably more useful, in the long run. Then we should help everyone learn what they want? Give them a base and help them find their own way?” 
 
    The man, who was older looking than Anders, but only about forty or so, with skin that was a bit too smooth and clear, nodded sagely. 
 
    “So as to not stifle their creativity and the growth of skills? That’s far sighted of you to consider. I agree, however. Even if a part of me wants to demand they spend all their time in learning history.” 
 
    That was a jest, and Anders grinned at it, getting one from the seeming in return. 
 
    As night fell, and the air cooled, he removed the shade that hovered over him, and calmed the cool breeze. Then, heading inside and securing the door of the inn, he settled in the front room, and started to work, going over everything he knew, starting with basic colors. Then complex ones and shadings, as well as various alterations that altered the aspect of each word, enough to be unique. 
 
    Finally, hours later, having gone over only a thousand magical words, he headed to bed. 
 
    The next day he ate first thing, feeling ravenous from all his work. Then Anders made sure Juniper had some grains and sweet apples as a treat, as well as fresh water. They were riding before the sun was fully up. 
 
    Every two hours of riding, a new well tower was put up, along the right side of the road. In a few places that was fixed as well. It wasn’t hardened, so all he had to do was flatten it as they moved. He was covered by his blue and green shade, calling a cool breeze into place as the sun grew too warm for comfort. 
 
    Twice he stopped for nothing other than the purpose of calling in food for them. He turned the bits of plant matter into other things, carrying most of it with them, after the first meal. As they rode, he studied and noticed where he had gaps in his knowledge. 
 
    “I don’t really know how to influence minds at all. I can’t control the weather, either. I know that both of those can be done, but not how to make it happen.” 
 
    Using his voice, Farad Ibn Istel, the ancient historian, sounded nearly terse. 
 
    “We have information on both things, in some of the old texts… Let me…” 
 
    It felt odd, but Anders could see the words in front of him, inside his head, in a half dozen ancient languages. Things he understood, even if he’d never learned them himself. 
 
    Right there, in one of the darkest texts on blood magic, was a whole treatise on weather magic. How to control the winds, which he honestly already understood, and then how to pull water from the air, which he also had down. The matter was one of scope and power in the doing of it, which the book suggested could be made to happen by sacrificing a few animals, or perhaps a slave. 
 
    Farad snorted. 
 
    “Except that we don’t need to do that at all. Link wizardry to the needed terms, to find the correct location for the event desired, then, instead of slamming storms or new conditions into being, we need to use the forces of the sun, the air and what is already available to nudge things into being.” 
 
    That was easy to say, but just hearing the words didn’t tell him how to do it at all. 
 
    Farad didn’t give up, clearly attempting to make certain he didn’t find the idea of blood magic attractive. The thing there was that Anders didn’t. Not because he feared death so much, but rather because the idea of using less power to make large things happen was clearly superior in most instances. He was taking hours to raise a single tower, but he could do it all day long. If he were using blood magic, at least one person would have to die for each one, even if the things sprang up in an instant that way. 
 
    His way still had the wells standing there, ready to provide water for hundreds of years, if all went correctly. Working with weather more slowly seemed to be a good idea, given that. Plus, what he really needed for weather control could be slower in a lot of ways. To steer storms away from him or a given area, as well as to create things like fog, winds and storms, to harass enemy troops. 
 
    It felt like slapping such things into place was needed, but he shook his head, reviewing real battles he’d been in. 
 
    “You know, weather isn’t that useful in combat. It’s too big, for most situations. Winds can be directed against ships, but for the most part, that’s about it. Quelling things like that and covering movements using fog is more useful.” 
 
    He had to ride while working, but did manage to, over the course of some hours, create a warm and gentle rain, which covered an area about an hour’s ride in each direction. Then, using the moisture on the ground, pulling cool air from above, he formed a fog that certainly wasn’t natural, in a much smaller area. 
 
    That was, after some time, pushed away with a wind. It took half a candle mark for that to come, but was moving across the whole land, not just hitting him and Juniper, like his cool breeze had been doing. The air was left sticky and moist, until the sky cleared. That happened quickly, once he stopped playing with the weather. 
 
    “It will be harder to use in the distance.” Which meant moving even more slowly, possibly over the course of days. That hardly left him ready for a mage battle with a weather witch, but it was more than Anders had thought he could do with that kind of thing at all. 
 
    Putting up a small inn, well and bath again, he slept earlier that night. The dreams he had were… Strange. He didn't recall them all, but they were a bit troubled, over bland and even boring things. In one he was almost certain he was just riding through the desert, alone. Which was how his days were going, except that he felt horrible about doing it. Alone and lonely, the whole time. 
 
    Which wasn’t really true, when he woke up. He had Farad and Juniper, after all. 
 
    The rest of the trip was mainly about weather control, as far as learning new things, and putting in water as he rode. Some other small works, but nothing that new, after the first day or two of travel. Meaning, even if not his plan, that on day seven, near the evening, he suddenly hit the edge of the desert, where it bordered on a humid, verdant forest. It was as if a line had been drawn on the world, with tan sand on one side, with occasional plants, and an emerald made of trees on the other side. Filled with noise. 
 
    The sounds of life. 
 
    He ate very well that night, collecting more real food than he actually needed, not rationing it at all. His belly was full to discomfort, after his feast, sitting in a building that he’d called up in a clearing. There was water nearby, so the well he built was different, and not thirty paces deep, or even twenty. You could lower a bucket into it, from the top and lower it on a rope. He had to struggle a bit to make what he wanted that way, but it had a winch and real wooden containers to be used, set directly next to the stone ring that came out of the ground. 
 
    The inn was different, being taller, but thin, so he didn’t have to take down any trees. The barn had most of the space, being large enough for ten sturdy horses, even if only one tiny Juniper was staying there that night. 
 
    The next day he finally came across a town. That was a bit of a shock, having not seen anyone since Anarra and Ganges. At least not people he hadn’t created himself, using magic. These were just people, in the common look of Barquea, bustling about their lives. They even had a small market, which he rode through, noticing he was smiled at, but also being looked at covertly. 
 
    A few people just glared at him, openly. At least he thought it was glaring. There were smiles too, so he did that back, feeling observed. 
 
    A man, who seemed older and a bit gruff, held his right hand up. 
 
    “Stranger. Heading north?” 
 
    He nodded, sitting on the back of the tan and brown pony, looking down on the man in his bright blue and red working clothes. 
 
    “I’m heading up to Lo’usa Tet. I’m Anders Brolly. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    The man looked like he wanted to spit, but he didn’t. 
 
    “That sounds right, given the road here. You skirted the edge of the desert?” 
 
    He noticed the man didn’t give his own name, but shook his head. 
 
    “I went through the middle. Raising well towers and places to stay, along the way. Prince Naveed had me do it, if you need someone to blame for it?” 
 
    Instead of calling him a liar, the fellow looked away, toward where the bustling town, with its strange round topped buildings, stood. 
 
    “You’re Prince Andros then? The one who made the great river on the eastern border? We’ve heard of that here. Hard to credit it, but these are strange times. Welcome. I suppose. I’m Narvos Sethen. The town drunk here in Forest Way. You… Need to be careful here and not stay over long. Things aren’t right. I can’t say more. Pleased to meet you.” The man spoke in a low tone, but looked around, his face scared, even if once he’d been a warrior, at least from the name given. 
 
    “You as well, Sethen Sona. You as well.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter six 
 
      
 
    There was a strange thing in the small town of Forest Way that Anders noticed as he shopped in their three stall market. They had fruit, and some meat that seemed a bit old to eat, being lightly covered with flies, but everyone there avoided him, on a level that he couldn’t recall ever having happened before. At first, he figured it was that he looked strange. That had to be a portion of it, being light colored with yellow hair like he was. 
 
    Except, when he read the minds of the people he passed, not trying to invade their person as much as not be attacked out of hand, it was something he would have never guessed at. They not only believed that the strange young man on the pony was Prince Andros, they were afraid of him. Because of the prince portion of things, not even the magic. 
 
    He nearly left, after reading that from a young woman who, fearful or not, was using her eyes to flirt with him. She had long black hair and a rather plain face, with a modest bust size. Her smile was friendly though, so Anders waved at her and moved in that direction, after buying some sour starfruit and an orange skinned delectable that he didn’t have a name for, himself. Those were carried in a wooden bucket, since he could call one of those into being using the foliage in the area. 
 
    That, the bit of magic, was noticed by the young lady. At least she was staring at his hands. It could be that she was considering purchasing or even collecting some fruit of her own, of course. 
 
    “Hello!” He tried to seem bright and cheerful, even if he wasn’t truly feeling that way. Travel was interesting, but could wear on a person as well. The girl, who was probably into her second decade and thought of him as the child there, grinned more expansively and nodded a bit, as if, naturally, he’d pick her to talk to. Why that was, he didn’t know. 
 
    “Hello, um, Prince Andros. That is you, correct?” She seemed worried, as if asking about that would be punished. At least if she was wrong. 
 
    “That’s right. I’m just passing through. Is everything well here? People seem… Off. A bit. Other than some strange looking man coming through, I mean.” 
 
    The girl looked around and shook her head. 
 
    “ You look incredible. No, it’s… There’s been a problem with bandits in the area. We all know who they are, but there are too many of them for anyone to stop. Eleven brothers. There used to be twelve, but the guardsman here killed one about four months back. Then his brothers came and murdered Tossa, the Guard and publicly raped his wife, daughter and the headman, Rolland, as punishment for harming one of them.” 
 
    He winced, since the place was isolated, but no more than twenty miles from Lo’usa Tet. He nearly offered to go and kill the men himself, but realized that wasn’t going to be his job there. They had an army for that, and the situation might not be what it seemed. There was something very off about the way the young woman spoke, for instance. Like she was telling tales or lying. Even Farad picked up on the idea and agreed she wasn’t a good person to trust.  
 
    So, he took a breath and simply nodded. 
 
    “That’s horrible. You’ve reported this, to the people in charge of the area?” 
 
    There was a shrug. 
 
    “Rolland tried, after they used him and cut his manhood off, but he was caught and killed before word could get out. You… Probably need to leave. Fast. The Aktar family will probably do something stupid, if they see you. That…” She shook her head. “They’re my brothers. So, I know that they’ll be here soon.” 
 
    That made sense. She was the one person there not acting as if death was about to descend on her. Well, other than him. 
 
    Anders read her mind, focusing without bothering to care for secrecy or what she chose, in the moment. Stripping her entire life bare. It hadn’t been that wonderful, for her, even if she was more involved in guiding her family than her words spoke to, but she hadn’t lied, either. Except in hiding how bad the people of the town actually had it.  
 
    Even she understood it was wrong. 
 
    Her parents had died, and her brothers, not knowing what to do, had taken to theft. He pulled that from her, letting it unfold almost as if he were living it. Flashing and darting behind his eyes, he saw most of the world the woman, Juni Aktar, had lived in. What started as petty theft became more than that, when no one was able to stop them, the new bandits, due to their numbers. 
 
    The woman grabbed his arm, and pulled him to the side, near one of the cloth covered stalls. The old woman there swore, and started to close up, finally just leaving, as nine men, all adults, not wayward children, strode into the town as if they owned it. Anders was holding Juniper by the reins, which seemed to attract attention, as soon as the man in the middle, Rankor, saw him standing there. 
 
    “What’s this, sister? You found a traveler? That’s a fine pony. We’ll be taking that, thank you.” 
 
    The others laughed, as Anders cast around, both with his gaze and his mind. Then he shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry, there. I’m Andros. Juni? It would be best if you moved away, instead of trying to stab me. I… Don’t see the other two brothers. Glener and Mott? I have the names correct?”  
 
    He couldn’t find them easily with his mind, either. The rest of the brothers moved in then, as Juni went wide eyed and had to decide if it was the wiser course to back the young Prince or her own brothers. 
 
    For some reason, she picked him and moved back, ten or fifteen full paces. 
 
    Rankor shook his head. 
 
    “You read minds like a wizard? That don’t matter. Being a prince just means you’ll have riches for us. I won’t be standing in place, for you to build a river through, so what are you going to do? Fight us all with your eating knife?” That got another round of chuckling. None of it sounding even remotely scared yet. 
 
    Anders held up a single finger. 
 
    “Just to clarify… You’re planning to rob me, thinking that I’m a prince of the land we’re in? I have that right? This isn’t a game you play, or a jest? If so, now would be the time to laugh and admit it’s just a strange custom here.” He waited, several of the men pulling clubs, knives and in one case, a rope. Indicating they thought to take him prisoner. Probably to rape and unman, if he had the feeling of the moment right. Not that they understood that part yet. 
 
    Several of them craved men, after all. They lied to themselves about it, but it had become one of their favorite tricks, to catch a man and use him, pretending it was about humbling the other fellow, instead of their own desires. 
 
    Rankor grinned, and tried to grab the leather reins. That didn’t work, Anders seeing it coming and moving them back, his right hand coming up, in a fist, fingers curled, palm toward the enemy. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Then he opened his fingers, making the center of the man’s torso explode. No one else moved, for a moment, so five more died, before the screaming began. The last few tried to run. That didn’t work, of course. Anders was ready for it. 
 
    “Seve hom, fen.” He pointed at one of the fleeing Aktar men, who fell in two pieces, and set the others on fire. 
 
    Then he put a shield up, simply due to the fact that he didn't know where the other brothers were. That meant he jumped when an arrow hovered on his left-hand side, a short man stepping around a tree with a horn bow. Mott, he thought. They all looked rather similar, to be honest. 
 
    The last brother, it turned out, had been there in the market already, standing back. He, wisely, didn’t try to attack Anders. Instead, he stood back, waving at Juni. Trying to get her to come away. The old woman who’d run early, screaming and carrying on, came back, her eyes wide. Then she looked around and pointed at Juni and the other man. 
 
    “Them as well? They’re part of this. That Juni told them what to do and pressed them into it, as often as not. Clener Aktar there, he killed my husband.” 
 
    Several other people there nodded, as Anders checked the information. Then he shrugged. 
 
    “Take them, then? We need to call for the guard, I think? I can do that. If they don’t attack or fight us, no one will harm them. There are laws here.” He sounded cold, he realized. Blank. As if he hadn’t just been killing people, one after another. 
 
    The two remaining Aktar family members were taken in though, as Juni screamed. 
 
    “Damn you! I told you to leave!” 
 
    She hadn’t, truly, but it was clear she’d meant to. It didn’t matter, of course. She and her remaining brother were tied up shortly, and settled in the middle of the town, in the large square there. Several hundred people came out, about then, to see what the commotion was. 
 
    For all Anders had been thinking that he could just call for the needed people, using magic, he realized that getting in touch with the Sula and having him dispatch forces was, probably not allowed. So, getting some directions, he rode, quickly, seven miles away, stopping at a small barracks in the woods, which was marked as an Army outpost. 
 
    “Hello the camp! Trouble in Forest Way!” 
 
    The ten men who boiled out seemed a bit sloppy, and as if half of them might have been napping in the early afternoon heat. One of them, a Captain, was wearing brown and black clothing, with a lot of leather showing, and had at least three days of beard growth. That last wouldn’t be allowed in the city, but out in the middle of the green woods, no one probably cared. Anders didn’t. 
 
    “What’s this yelling about now?” He glared, but mainly at his own men, one of whom pointed at him. 
 
    The man up on the horse. 
 
    “Bandits attempted to rob me, in Forest Way. Twelve of them in all. A woman and eleven men.” He shrugged. “Well, to be fair, the woman wasn’t actively trying to take my things and the living man stood back.” 
 
    The Captain, rough looking or not, clearly wasn’t an idiot. 
 
    “The living one? How many died?” 
 
    “Ten. I’m Anders Brolly. Sometimes called Prince Andros? I was called back to the palace, so just happened through. The people who attacked were the Aktar family. I guess they’ve been a problem there?” 
 
    That had several of the men seeming bored, for some reason. The Captain nodded. 
 
    “That can happen out here. We’re too far away to really help and no one wants to risk alerting the guard when a bully might just kill them as soon as we leave. We can take people in, if we’re told, but we need proof, which can be hard to come by.” 
 
    That sounded about like what would have had to take place. 
 
    “Still, there are ten dead and I need to be going. How do I prove who I am to you?” 
 
    The words had the Captain’s eyes fluttering for a moment, as if he were about to have a fit. Instead, he took a deep breath. 
 
    “How would I know? You say that you’re Andros the Great. If I say you aren’t and I’m wrong, then my head will be off my neck by morning. If you’re lying to me, that could still happen, but the real Andros might not call for my head. Then, he might. The best plan is to pretend you aren’t lying to us, given that.” 
 
    One of the other men, who was milling a bit, shuffling his feet, laughed. 
 
    “We could have you make a great river for us? Or put on a show of illusion the likes of which…” 
 
    A dragon flew out of the forest, Anders pointing up at it, the men buffeted by the wind of the wings beating. It roared, then spoke to the teasing man directly. 
 
    “I can confirm this man is Prince Andros! Will that serve, gentlemen?” 
 
    The Captain nodded, at least. 
 
    “That works for me. You’re going on to the palace, Prince Andros?” The man managed not to seem meek about it. 
 
    The illusion vanished with a wave that wasn’t needed to make that happen. 
 
    “That’s the plan. I might not make it tonight. That’s about fourteen miles from here?” 
 
    The teasing soldier, still looking at where the dragon had been, nodded, not shifting to look at Anders. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, but the highway is well maintained and it’s a straight path, after the next bend. It normally takes about six hours to ride, if you take stops in the main cities along the way. Less if you don’t. We have more than enough light left. It depends on how hard you want to push.” 
 
    Anders grinned. 
 
    “I might do it that way. Well, I’d best be off. Thank you, gentlemen.” 
 
    They probably needed to collect more information from him, but they didn’t, so he didn’t tell them how to do their jobs. Instead, he simply headed down the road at a walk. It wasn’t fast, and he did pass some rather large towns, then a big city, but he was at the gates of the palace only a little after nightfall. 
 
    The men on the gate noticed him, and opened the ironwork there without even asking who he was. That was probably a mistake, but when he got inside, standing right there, waiting for him, were several people. He figured they were there for him, since it was Sula Darian, Prince Naveed, Depak Sona and Master Belford. Also, several others who were standing by, as servants. Anders didn’t know any of them, but he bowed, and included those worthies, if doing so last. Master Belford raised an eyebrow at him, but didn't complain about his form. 
 
    The Sula spoke first, his voice… Kind sounding. 
 
    “Prince Anders! I’m so sorry that we kept you away for these weeks, as we have. It’s my fault, alone. We… I feel low, saying it, but there was a question about your possible involvement in the attacks that we had.” The man brought a hand around, to stop him from speaking. “I know! It was low of me to question you that way. Please forgive me?” 
 
    Anders understood that he was supposed to bow and reassure the man. Possibly even if he didn’t mean it. Instead, he smiled and waved at the man a little. 
 
    “That was a bit annoying, but I’ve run investigations, myself. Your team had to suspect me. Especially with Depak Sona being the one in charge. Still, I used the time away to learn a bit, so it wasn’t a waste or anything.” 
 
    That had the man, the leader of a large and wealthy land, seeming interested. 
 
    “Oh? We should speak about that. I was planning to have a late meal. Would you be available to join me? Us? You’ve been on the road all day…” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “Food would be welcome. Conversation, as well. I’ve been alone for a time, mainly. Until earlier today. Then, the first town I went to had bandits in it, who tried to take my horse and pack.” 
 
    Depak moved in and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Ah? How did that go?” 
 
    Anders frowned, and looked down. 
 
    “Bloodily. It seems a family with many sons had taken to rape and pillaging of the town, after the parents died some years ago. About four months ago the guard assigned there killed one of them, and they killed him and raped his wife, child and the headman there, in retaliation. That man died later, when he tried to get word to the army.” 
 
    The Sula nodded, as Naveed went very still. The thin man was in green silk robes, showing he was a master mage. Anders was in plain brown work clothing. He should have changed that already, but the truth was that Anders had totally forgotten about that kind of thing. 
 
    The heir took a slow breath and tightened his jaw, slightly. 
 
    “How did you find this out?” 
 
    Anders let his head jerk to the right, slightly. 
 
    “Juni Aktar, the only daughter of the family, told me about it, just before her brothers got there. The claim was that she was the one in charge, or at least behind the theft in the first place. She and one of the brothers didn’t attack me, so live. The people who live there took them prisoner. I asked them not to harm them if they didn’t attack first and went to get the guard. It was seven miles away in this direction, so I came here directly after that. I killed ten people, but they were trying to rob me at the time. I think the plan was to do other things as well, but I didn’t get a verbal confirmation of that.” 
 
    Naveed shook his head. 
 
    “That’s horrible. Good that it’s ended now, of course. I’ll send a rider to find out what more we can about the situation. You… Grandfather Depak said that he’s been speaking to you daily? You know about Baret?” 
 
    It was a surprise that the man even bothered to ask about it. Truly, Anders didn’t know how to answer, directly, being they were standing out in the open area of the walled city that was the palace complex there. People could hear them, without even straining. 
 
    So he lied, a bit. 
 
    “Not really. Is he well? I set up a job for him in Yanse, working for the Regent there, Prince Alpert. My father. Prince Darren is leaving soon, to marry Princess Javina…” 
 
    Depak nodded. 
 
    “Indeed. Both of them will need to come here for that, of course. Baret will be the apprentice to Master Burrows, the wizard there?” 
 
    That was the plan, so he nodded, ignoring everything else, in case someone was reading his mind. 
 
    “I requested that. The man has been learning many skills, but he’s one of the best Wizards in many lands. I need to improve my own skills that way, if I can, myself. I’ve been trying to teach myself weather control and working with water-based structures for some weeks. Deep wells and the like. Which isn’t important. The castle there is nice and he has a spot there, if he wants it? We might need to get him up to speed in magic, for the task, but he can do it.” 
 
    He was actually fairly certain of that point. 
 
    Naveed closed his eyes. 
 
    “So, no one told you that he tried to have you killed?” His voice was low, and upset. Then, the boy had tried to have him killed as well. It had nearly worked, even. 
 
    Depak seemed strained, as did the Sula. Master Belford was outwardly calm, but the line of his jaw tightened, as if worried. 
 
    Anders smiled. It wasn’t friendly. 
 
    “That was mentioned, but I wasn’t told if it was a known thing or not. Not pleasant to learn of, of course, but I also learned that my demise wasn’t his actual goal? More of an incidental side to what he was truly doing?” 
 
    The Sula tightened, his face still and hard. 
 
    “It’s been announced. Also, that we’re sending him away, into exile. Stripped of rank, lands and funds. For the time being, he’s locked in his rooms. Not everyone is pleased with this outcome. As one he set up for death, no matter his reason, you would have reason to protest the action.” The man hung his head then, as if thinking that was going to be the plan. 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “I will back your ruling, Sula. Whatever that may be. Now, I should actually change my clothing and present myself like a real person, instead of in my travel outfit. Sorry about that, I… Well, it’s been a bit of a day, hasn’t it?” 
 
    Those words got him pounded on the shoulder, with the men walking him inside. That took a while, since he came in through the southern gate, not the normal one. As they moved, the Sula spoke again. His voice was bland seeming. 
 
    “There’s a small border skirmish going on in the south and east, near Natech. They’re a savage people, but well versed in magic and their work with the… What are we calling them now, devic?” There was a look toward Naveed, who nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Father. That is the new name for them.” 
 
    “The devic, then. It’s odd that they choose to strike so soon after the end of this conflict with Modroc, but they’re closer to them than us, as far as trade and treatise go. They are in many ways a warlike people, but tribal, without vast armies with which to fight. They’re strong in magic, but weak in force of arms, I mean to say. I probably shouldn’t judge how they choose to live, moving from place to place as they do.” 
 
    Anders didn’t speak, since nothing in his travels or the books he’d read had taught him much about the land of Natech, outside of roughly where it was located and, as the Sula had mentioned, they were horse nomads. Traveling with the seasons, and following herds of animal. He thought. Even that bit of knowledge had to be suspect, the mentions of them being as scarce as they had been. 
 
    Depak frowned, but didn’t say anything either, not until they got inside the halls of the building where Anders’ room was kept. It was odd, since he’d thought of the space as a temporary thing each time he’d been there, but he was never moved from that location. For that matter, neither was Depak Sona. It seemed to be less of a visitor’s wing, as much as simply the one where he’d been given a room there. 
 
    A home, after a fashion. Something reliable that he could, perhaps once day, rely on to be there for him. Oddly, the three men followed him, into that very space, Anders pointing at the ceiling, and drawing a line as they did it, since it was dark. Empty, however, with no one inside to waiting to climb through the open window. 
 
    “Bar met sola, ere ot ere, fen ot…” A bright glow, in a very straight line, crossed the exact middle of his ceiling. It was the exact color of sunlight, as well. Just as he’d intended. 
 
    Naveed grimaced at it and then sighed. 
 
    “It’s perfect. Now, I think Father wanted to speak to you alone, Prince Anders? The rest of us could, perhaps, find another space for a meeting? Or, truly, we can do that after the meal?” The man was forcing himself to seem pleasant, but the Sula didn’t scoff at the idea of wanting to see him without anyone else there. 
 
    Without listeners as well, perhaps, given the strange space for the meeting. They spoke as they left, moving only to Depak’s room, which was only one over, though the thick stone walls made it impossible to hear what was being spoken of. Anders held up his right hand, and then dropped into a trance, searching for anyone who might even be attempting to hear them. There were several, who watched the Sula constantly, but none of them were there, at that moment. 
 
    “We should be free of observation for at least a time.” He sounded bland, but opened his eyes, to see the stricken face of the man in front of him. 
 
    “I… Prince Anders, I have no right to ask this of you, but, though it pains me, Baret cannot be allowed to survive. I have suggested as much to Depak Sona, but he hid the guilt of my son from me. Yes, to protect me, but of those who will even admit knowing about it, only you demanded I be told about it. Immediately, as well, according to what Uncle Rashid said. I need you to kill Baret and make certain it seems like an accident. If you do this, I will name you my heir in full, and promise to hold you in that place until you are named Sula of Barquea.” 
 
    The man swallowed and looked away, clearly pained by his decision. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    There was, oddly, a nod from the ruler, at the harsh sounding words. 
 
    “I understand. It is much to ask, killing a friend like that. Even if it must happen. Would you be willing to keep this request between us at least?” There was a pained expression then. 
 
    Anders had to fight not to shake his head, fearing more misunderstandings. 
 
    “Forgive me, Sula, but I meant to say, no, I cannot be made the heir. I’ve mentioned my reasons for that, and while I understand that many here think it some form of modesty or attempt to be humble, it wasn’t. It never was. I cannot rule this place well. Not compared to you, or Naveed, or possibly several others who have lived here their entire lives. I will not do that, for the good of the people of this land. I understand about Baret, however. Depak Sona has already moved to put plans for that in place. If…” He shrugged then and looked away. “Unless the plan is to have me do it, so that blame can be placed there? I’d rather not have a war start, so if that is the case, allow me to set things right in Istlan first, so that no one will find a need for that? I don’t have a real title there, so setting that aside won’t be too painful.” 
 
    It would be a shame, if he had to run away into the night, but he could do it, if it had to happen. 
 
    Still, as the man gave him a baffled look, Anders went on. 
 
    “At the same time, I can fake Baret’s death if you would rather? Change him into someone else, in looks, and teach him enough so he can live a good life, elsewhere? Even if I must be hunted for it, that could be arranged. There are options here.” 
 
    The man sighed then and shut his eyes. 
 
    “I know. He’s… Not truly my favorite, for the top slot, perhaps, but he was always a good boy. Generous and of fine mettle. Even in what he did, it seems to have been for the good of the innocent, Only, he went too far, and without orders. He killed my children. The vain and foolish, but five have died due to his machinations. I nearly lost Naveed, as well as you.” The man patted Anders on the arm. “Yes, truly, that would not have harmed me as much as the others, but it would have weighed on my mind.” 
 
    There was a glance at the door, but Anders checked, and found no one waiting on the other side. When he looked back, the man, who was in white and silver, a fine but plain tunic and trousers, there was a single nod. 
 
    “It is weak of me, but do it, Prince Anders... Save Baret and hide him from the world. Make it so that no one will ever know that he lives on. I’ll speak to Grandfather and ask for his aid in this. What would you ask of me, in return for this duty?” 
 
    There was a sense of anything he wanted being given over. 
 
    Anders didn’t know, but Farad did, and spoke, his voice just a little deeper and a bit calmer than Anders’ normally managed. 
 
    “Only that, when you hear of Baret’s passing, you know it is not real, and… still blame me for it. Go into a rage, and drop me to fiftieth place in the rolls, so all will believe it. Do not invite me to come and stay here, for at least several years and then when you do, act coldly toward me, as if my lack caused his death. In that way, we can hide this.” 
 
    The man, seeming sad, almost as if he might cry, either in pain or relief, looked at Anders, then shook his head. 
 
    “No.” There was a soft smile at least. “You may not get out of potential leadership so easily, Prince Anders. Nor get out of visiting your family here. I will simply have to suffer being unable to pay you what you asked for. You’ll do it anyway? Save him, with no one being the wiser?” 
 
    Anders shook his head. 
 
    “Several will know. We’re taking Princess Salina and Princess Lissa with us, after all. They’ll aid in this. Now, I must… Learn how to change faces and bodies, actually. After the meal?” Someone was coming, intent on listening at the door, which was nearly shocking. Anders spoke up then, enough that the Sula went wide eyed. “As for Baret… I’ve found a spot for him. As an apprentice. It’s real work and in magic, so he won’t be too far behind, even if he’s old for it. He’ll be safe enough there, Sula Darian.” 
 
    The man nodded as he pointed toward the door, then cupped his right hand to his ear. 
 
    “That sounds… Better than what I had for him. Many are most angry over this. I can’t blame them. Thank you for seeing to his voyage like this.” The man nodded, then, a bit stiffly, moved to the door. On the other side, lingering in the hallway, was a man who Anders had never seen before. 
 
    The Sula had. 
 
    “General Miclos. Have you come to see Prince Anders? Perhaps about some healing?” 
 
    The deep voiced man cleared his throat. Then lied. Smoothly enough, having been caught out like he was. 
 
    “That’s right, Sula. My knee gives me troubles, from time to time. It’s acting up of late. I heard that the Cart Boy is back and thought to see if I could get in on some free healing?” There was a chuckle about it, but it was self-depreciating, as if he thought that the answer was going to be a simple no. 
 
    Instead, Anders moved to the door, and popped his head out. 
 
    “Healing? This way, please, sir. Sorry about hurrying like this, but I need to get ready for a meal with some friends and family here. Still, I have some moments? Please, come, sit?” 
 
    Oddly enough, the man actually was having trouble with his right knee. The inflammation was taken out, as the bearded fellow, who was in bright green, loose fitting clothing, shifted a bit. 
 
    “Oh, that is much nicer, thank you, Prince Anders.” He tried to get up, as Anders snorted and pushed him back, by the shoulder. 
 
    “We aren’t done yet. You have a torn and scarred tendon. It’s going to take a few moments to fix. Not too long, of course.” 
 
    While he did that, Anders also searched the man’s mind, to see why exactly he’d been spying. That, of course, was all about finding out if he and his fellows needed to remove Darian from the throne of Barquea. Of course. 
 
    Oddly, he was fine with the plan he’d overheard. For them to fake the death of the former Prince, in a way that seemed to be purposeful, while still saving his life. Even knowing it was a trick, many would back them in it. At least the general thought that was the case. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter seven 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Anders was up with the sun. It wasn’t so much that he had to be awake at that time of day, which was early there, for some reason, but due to the light streaming through the window of the room like it did. Still, he stood, stretched, and then did his bow exercises, as well as covering fighting with a stick. He had both of those with him, but hadn’t put in more than a little time each day, even when he’d had a lot of time for it. 
 
    It was the kind of thing that needed regular practice, but was also boring. Especially if you didn't have someone to practice with. 
 
    After that, he cleaned up, used magic on his bed, to make certain it was dust free and tidy, then made it up by hand. Technically he was supposed to leave that kind of thing to the servants there, but he’d forgotten to do that, after all the time he’d spent alone, caring for that kind of thing himself each day. 
 
    After that, Anders stood in the middle of the space, not knowing what to do with himself. Being bored came to mind, but he hadn’t been bothering with that type of thing of late. Not since Farad had been put in his head. That thought had him smiling, since he could bring the man out as an illusion now, with a few words. He didn’t, leaving that to the old man, if he wished to do it, but it reminded him that he had a lot of things to encode that way. 
 
    Also a new trick, which would allow him to do it a bit faster than he would have been able to, before. Ideally while using less energy, too. That part wasn’t a given, though it was a good general rule that the better he knew what he was doing, the less raw power it took to make it work. 
 
    So, settling on his floor, cross legged, he put his entire being toward that, for about three hours, until a gentle tapping came at his chamber door. He called out, as soon as he understood what was happening. That had probably taken a bit, to be honest. 
 
    “Enter, please!” Anders stood, ready to fight if it was needed, but the person who walked in was an older woman, with dark skin and gray hair, towing a boy along with her. He was in light blue, and had been crying, his face tracked with tears, but voice silent. He looked to be about five or so. 
 
    Anders felt a flash of concern, and searched the boy for injury first thing. That, it turned out, was needed. 
 
    “Here, sit on the bed? You’re having stomach pains? Here, along the right side?” He pointed, to where the inflamed organ was, on the small dark boy’s right side. That got a nod. 
 
    The child spoke, his voice breathless and pained. 
 
    “Yes, Prince Andros. It hurts awfully.” 
 
    He could see that, and simply started into work. First taking the pain, and inflammation. There was some swelling as well, so he handled those first thing. It was the most common healing spell he used, of course. 
 
    “Indict swerla ina, neg ot ere, fen.” He pointed at the inflamed organ, or rather the skin over it, getting a soft sigh, about two breaths later. 
 
    The boy closed his eyes. 
 
    “That’s better. Thank you, Prince Andros.” 
 
    Nodding, Anders patted the boy on the arm. A lot of people had that basic response, he’d noticed. The pain went away and they figured they were healed, totally.  
 
    “I need to take out the infection as well, so the pain won’t come back. It won’t take long. Here…” Pointing again, he did two things, in short order. 
 
    The first was taking the puss and corruption out, then finding the small bit of material that didn’t belong there, which had started the whole problem. That was passed through the intact skin, losing form for a moment as he did that portion of things. The woman, seeming mildly ill, fetched a cloth for him to put all of that in. That was wrapped up and taken away by another woman, who had popped her head in, to see what was going on. This one was younger, and in a soft green outfit, with a fine bit of embroidery on the front, in deep red. 
 
    He actually recognized her, being that she worked in that wing. The older lady with the boy didn’t. 
 
    “Now you can go. That shouldn’t hurt any longer or give you any problems. If it starts to, then come and find me, first thing, all right? I didn’t get your name, sir?” 
 
    The boy, seeming happier, shrugged. 
 
    “Merik, Prince Andros. Thank you.” Then he stood, the older woman hugging the boy, then swatting him on the backside, gently, and allowing him to leave, on his own. 
 
    “His mother is a servant of mine, and mentioned to me that he was feeling poorly. She didn’t want to risk bothering one of the official healers, so I thought of you. That was… Well done. Truly, it was more than I would have expected to be done by anyone. You drew the foulness out of him, through the skin, without a mark.” She paused, then smiled, charmingly. “Oh! I’m Devra. Darian is my son. So, your side great grandmother? I notice that you didn’t bother to ask who was invading your space, simply giving aid, first. What do I owe you for this work?” 
 
    It was a common thing to ask there, for some reason. In all lands, as far as he’d seen. 
 
    “It’s my duty to Barquea, to aid where I might. Besides, healing should be free, if at all possible. With me it is, since I’m being given a roof and food here, so have no worries that way.” 
 
    That, for some reason, had him slapped on the arm. 
 
    “Hm. Careful there, Andros. If you keep doing that you’ll be put in charge of this place. Thank you though. Merik is a good boy.” Then, oddly, the woman moved in and gave Anders a hug. It wasn’t a big thing, but felt familial, even if they’d never met before. 
 
    “Nice meeting you… Not to be silly, but what do I call you?” It seemed that assuming anything would be the wrong thing to do, on his part. 
 
    The woman grinned. 
 
    “Most of the children around here call me grandmother, even if that isn’t the real title. It’s easier to say and close enough. Nothing makes one feel as old as being great-great-grandma gray head…” She winked at him, her brown face charming, instead of commanding. 
 
    Even if she was, clearly, important in her station. 
 
    “Grandmother, then. That portion… In Istlan we don’t have such extended families. The idea of having so many people now… It’s a bit strange to me, to be honest. I hope I’m doing it right.” He knew that wasn’t the case, really. He was a stranger there, even as people treated him as a long lost relative, largely meaning it. 
 
    He stopped for a moment, and nodded. Thinking about Baret. The man had set him up to be attacked, clearly assuming that Anders could handle himself. With Naveed, well, that one had been far closer. That the heir was supposed to have been able to fight off a boy with a knife on his own was probably the answer, but an ambush could take anyone, if done well enough. 
 
    The trick for it there was simply that, when Anders’ friend had killed a man, even if it had nearly started a war, Anders had covered it up for him. Baret was supposed to be his cousin or uncle, by the rules of the land they were in. So protecting him made some sense. Not that he was going against the Sula’s wishes in it. The man had told him to get the boy away, though. 
 
    Which, he realized, could lead to problems, if Depak was of a different mind on the topic. 
 
    Baret had a certain say in things as well. If he refused to simply leave, or hide who he was, then the situation would be very different. Regardless, he was going to need to learn some new skills, rather quickly, if he was going to be of any use in that situation at all. 
 
    The woman had already let him go, and turned, to leave. 
 
    “We should speak, soon? You’re living here, now?” 
 
    Anders shook his head, even if having a permanent room there was a nice feeling to have. 
 
    “No. In fact I’m probably leaving inside the next few weeks. I need to see to chartering a ship for the voyage. To Yanse, where my father rules as regent, currently. Pr…” He caught himself. Baret wasn’t a prince any longer, after all. “Baret is going into exile there, an apprenticeship having been arranged for him. I should go and see to him today, if possible. He needs to go in with a certain level of education in magic. He can do it. Do you know where he’s being kept? I heard he’s locked in his room?” 
 
    The woman rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You think to simply kill him? He did attempt to take your life, using Lassa and his sister, Liasa. Several others as well. I’ve had enough of bloodshed, myself, if I get a word on the subject?” She seemed cold, suddenly, as if death was his actual purpose that day. 
 
    So he smiled. 
 
    “A lot of people have tried to kill me. Believe it or not, I’ve managed to work out civil arrangements with about half of them. Besides, I don’t think he actually meant for me to be killed. He expected me to kill those others, obviously. That’s not a nice thing to do, but not as dark as the first one, I have to think.” Truly, he didn't know the answer, as to what Baret had been thinking at all. 
 
    Farad cautioned him against making assumptions, rather firmly. Without words however. They were mixed as one, making most of their communication like that. When they didn’t treat it that way, it was, more or less, talking to himself. 
 
    The woman didn’t seem convinced, but looked toward the door. 
 
    “In the old wing, second floor, toward the back. The ten guards will give you an indication of the right place. You’re truly not seeking to do harm there?” 
 
    Anders shrugged, but smiled, not meaning it. 
 
    “That will have to be seen. Regardless, I’ve promised the Sula to see to his will in this matter, even if it isn’t what I might wish for. So far, exile seems a fine enough answer. He’s not going into an easy position, but…” 
 
    The woman nodded, as if he’d given her something that he honestly didn't think he had. What she thought she saw in his words, what had lingered in the secret meaning he was sharing, existed inside of her, more than it did him. Still, she left, not calling out again. Her demeanor was, rather bland, as she did it. Not angered or fearful of his pending actions. 
 
    Anders didn’t run to the boy in the old wing, having heard of that before. They were supposed to rebuild it, or had been. They were still in the mourning period for Lassa, so that had been put on hold. Rather than do that, he went to the small dining room, several doors down, to find Depak Sona already inside, waiting for his own meal. No one else was there, and the man lit up, on seeing him. 
 
    “Anders! I wasn’t certain you’d be up for the day, yet.” 
 
    He scoffed a bit and wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “For hours, already, of course. Working on magic and my daily martial practice, mainly. I was thinking that I’d meet with Baret later, if it’s allowed. We need to work on magic, to get him ready for his new position. Ganges told me that he’s actually very accomplished in certain ways, but that will still need to be tested. Plus, he needs to learn several new languages, regardless. I spoke to the Sula about that last night. He said that he planned to get with you about it?” Anders was blunt on the idea, touching the other man directly, as far as wizardry went. That was done back, testing his meaning, he noticed. 
 
    It was subtle, but a thing he could feel, if he tried hard enough. 
 
    After a moment, the man nodded. Then answered in Istlan. Even then his words were guarded. 
 
    “He did. That was a bit strained. I have the new plan. That… It can still change, so be prepared for that? You make ready?” 
 
    There was only a nod, in response, since food was being brought to them, in covered dishes. Warm cloths damp and thick, were placed in covered bowls behind them. When the serving women left, and both of them cleaned their hands and face, Depak went on. 
 
    “We need to go carefully here. I was told that we are very close to a civil war over this matter. I was told that you were offered a locked position as heir? Also, that you turned it down?” 
 
    They were still speaking in Istlan, so he was just honest about the idea. 
 
    “I keep telling everyone I back Naveed. I do. Even if that means not being a prince any longer.” 
 
    The words got a smile. One that was big and seemed genuine. 
 
    “Well, you probably shouldn’t have that kind of power, being the Great One of Istlan, as you are. I had a message from General Sendra, sent through Salina, earlier. They’re on the road, and about a week out. Sendra is coming as well. Something about doing her duty, I think?” There were a few bites taken then, using the offered flatbread as a scoop. 
 
    Anders ate well enough, himself, but Depak waved at what he’d taken. 
 
    “Eat more, if you can? You’re taller already, and stretched out like a rail. You mentioned doing a lot of work on magic?” 
 
    That started a conversation about what they were both doing. Anders felt good enough about his personal studies, but Farad was fascinated about Depak’s plans. A lot of it was about using magic to count and calculate, which Anders didn’t truly understand at all. Meaning they ended up speaking about that, until the food was done. 
 
    After cleaning up, Depak Sona stood, and gestured toward the door. 
 
    “This way? We should see to Baret, as you requested.” His words were dark, and almost mean. 
 
    Also in Scara, so everyone listening could understand them. 
 
    He bowed, just a bit, bending in half, then followed. Stiffly, as if they might have been arguing, even if that hadn’t been the case. Then, it was clear to him that Depak at least, was still plotting to kill Baret. 
 
    The walk took about ten minutes, and was toward the back of the walled city. The old wing was a bit run down, but it wasn’t falling down as he’d feared at all. There were some cracks in the walls, but as he looked around, it seemed dingy, instead of like a hazard. 
 
    “I don’t think we need to rebuild here at all. This just needs to be tidied a bit. Freshened. New paint and tiles in places, cracks repaired… The water is the same as in the other wings?” 
 
    Depak shook his bald head, waving at the roof. 
 
    “It needs to be updated that way. There is also some structural damage, along the interior walls. Nothing pressing, but it should be repaired. You plan to see to that?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “I have some days, I think. We can use the walls as working material. Most of them probably won’t even have to be taken down. We’re still in mourning for Lassa and the others, though…” 
 
    There was a tightening of the jaw, as Depak spoke. 
 
    “No. It was deemed that we wouldn’t mourn for murderers and assassins. Not openly. The public has been told of what’s been going on, since too many have perished. So, doing such things is going to be allowed. Here we are.” 
 
    Grandmother Devra had been correct. There were literally ten armed guards, each in a different color of plain, but flowing clothing, with large, curved scimitars on their sides. Some of them held spears as well. They froze, on seeing Depak there. 
 
    Possibly on him being there as well. 
 
    Anders bowed, using the hands out to the side, palms down version that was popular there in Barquea. 
 
    “Well met. I’m here to see to Baret’s instruction of magic. He has a new position, in the land of Yanse, so that will be needed.” 
 
    One of the men, who had no hair at all, having had it cut off in mourning, wrinkled his nose. Anders knew the man, having worked with him a few times. Mikhail. 
 
    “Prince Anders. Great One. We can’t allow you to harm the former prince…” He swallowed, as if that really wasn’t going to work. 
 
    Anders simply nodded. 
 
    “That’s fine. We aren’t here to even make him feel poorly. Just to get him ready for what is to come. I’ll be here each day, until we leave, working on that, probably.” 
 
    The ten men just stopped, and finally Mikhail closed his eyes. 
 
    “I will join you then? Just to be certain of your good will?” 
 
    Depak frowned, but Anders simply nodded. 
 
    “That works. It’s just magic lessons. You’re all welcome to sit in on them, if you wish? Here, is he awake?” 
 
    That got a nod, which still seemed to be tentative and a bit frightened. 
 
    So, walking forward, into the midst of the armed men, he went to the door, which was made of a cloth hanging there, and slapped the stone next to it. That didn’t make much noise at all, so he called out. 
 
    “Baret? It’s Anders and Depak. We’re here to get you up to speed in magic, for your new position, up in Yanse!” He had to wait then, the familiar face, seeming haggard and tired, in need of a shave, and not smelling too fresh, seeming doubtful. 
 
    Still, the boy, who was eighteen or so, smiled on seeing him. 
 
    “Cart boy! Come in. The place is a mess. Sorry about that. I haven’t been allowed to leave for some time now.” He moved back, allowing them in, with Mikhail not letting himself be closed outside. One of the other men came as well, seeming ready to argue about being there. 
 
    The room was sloppy and smelled less than fresh. Then, while there were windows, they were blocked off, with heavy slats of wood. Some light came in, but not much at all. 
 
    Anders waved at the guards. 
 
    “They don’t think we’re of good will, so came along to cut us down if it becomes needed. Anyway, you’re going to be put in as an apprentice wizard to Master Burrows, who’s of good position, up in Yanse. He does many sorts of magic, but is one of the better wizards in the world. You’ll need to be up on everything. First, we need to clean up in here, though. No offense, but it smells a bit.” 
 
    That wasn’t Baret’s fault, but it still took a while to make the place sparkle that way. As he worked, Depak settled on a pillow, and the guards moved to the door, but stayed inside. Watching them, closely. Ready to attack, even if it meant dying, to protect Baret. 
 
    It was interesting to notice. 
 
    Depak glared at Baret and waved for him to sit. The boy was still rather filthy and redolent, so Anders waved at him, with a soft smile. 
 
    “Let me tidy you up, first?” Again, it wasn’t instant, but the boy let it happen, not seeming to think he was slated for instant death. Not at the hands of Depak or Anders, at least. When he was cleansed, and the room set to right again, they all sat, with the older man sighing. 
 
    “You don’t have a lot of chances left here. Prince Anders had to beg the Sula for your life last night and that might still be taken from us. If you will work and learn… I can’t promise anything, even then. It won’t hurt to try, however. The position is real, I’ve confirmed that. Again, set in motion by Anders. A man who owes you nothing, I might add.” 
 
    The words were oddly fierce. 
 
    Baret simply nodded. 
 
    “I know. I used you, trying to protect my family, not recalling in time that you were part of that. Forgive me? Or, at least, I hope that you can do that, some day? Naveed won’t. Then, I was the one who suggested the attack to Lassa. That…” He closed his eyes, but opened them before speaking. “I used magic to make him want to do it. To take the needed actions. Which convinced him that he, and he alone was fit to rule. It wasn’t hard, since he already thought that way, but I increased it enough for him to take such a foolish path, not truly intending to cause that at all. I’d thought it was being done to rid us of a potential harm, but in doing so I became one myself.” 
 
    Anders had an answer, but it wasn’t allowed out, Depak speaking first. 
 
    “Which, in and of itself wasn’t an evil act. Still, you nearly had the heir killed, and hundreds of innocent men and women in Modroc were, at the hands of those you pressed, using your magic. Truly, the only saving grace here is that you admit to what you did and can see it as being wrong. Now, I’ll leave you. You have some weeks to ready yourself. Anders, press him in this. Can you teach him your new techniques?” 
 
    He grinned then. 
 
    “I don’t know. You should stay for that as well?” 
 
    That, teaching the basic memory technique he’d come up with took up the time until the mid-day meal. Using mind reading, rather openly, he made corrections, suggestions and demands, until both men basically had it down. 
 
    Then, after Depak left, he drove Baret like a rented horse, stopping only to eat. In six hours, they covered enough for the boy to be called a master of magic. At least under the old rules. They did another three after food came, and Baret was set to cleaning the room. 
 
    The boy didn’t speak, but Anders did, standing, his back and legs stiff. 
 
    “We start again in the morning, early. Sleep, if you can.” Then he left, since there wasn’t a lot to discuss. 
 
    It took him a while to find his own room, but he was pleased enough with the progress of the day. They’d covered months of material in mere hours. Most students wouldn’t have to move that fast, of course, but if an emergency arose, it could be useful. 
 
    That night, instead of sleeping first thing, even if he was tired, he had Farad try to find out what he could about changing the shape and look of a person. There wasn’t a lot of that, outside of using illusion to cover a person. Anders could do that, but it wasn’t permanent. To hide a man for the rest of his life would take something grander than that. 
 
    A fundamental alteration of a person’s being. 
 
    Even the old magical texts didn’t have much on the topic. 
 
    Farad grumped a bit at that, actually speaking, if inside their shared mind. 
 
    “We can, clearly, change hair color, eye color and all that, even the color of the skin. The issue is that it will eventually move back to what is supposed to be there. People and animals change, over time. It’s clear that long term changes can be made, but I’m not certain exactly how. Not away from the pattern of any given being, at least.” 
 
    Anders made a face, never loving the sound of not being able to do something, even if it was sort of a big thing to try for. Instead of getting worked up, he tried to work out a way around the problem. They only needed to hide Baret, really. Changing him forever had been Anders’ idea, but that was all. 
 
    Teaching Baret to hide himself was also a thing that could work. Possibly. 
 
    He still felt like a failure, as he laid down, the room dark around him. 
 
    Nothing came to him as he slept, either. He could see that bodies could be changed, but outside of the learna, who were born holding multiple shapes, he’d never seen it. Well, Lady Martya had held to her hair and eye color changes for ten years, but that could have been her simply making coloration changes when it was needed. 
 
    Anarra, from the sound of it, knew how to do that kind of thing. He wasn’t certain if they were close enough for him to contact her and ask. Also, it might be a blood magic, which he wasn’t going to use. So far at least he’d gotten around that kind of thing, using other tricks, though. 
 
    It bothered him, but he eventually slept. 
 
    Then rose early, trying to work on changing shape, sitting on his cool floor, before setting that aside and going to find Baret again. Then, they ate in the boy’s room, cleaned up and threw themselves into more learning. The day was a long one, with Anders having to work the boy on Wizardry for the last half, trying to find new techniques for finding things at a distance. 
 
    They didn’t speak about what had happened. How Baret had started so many problems attempting to rid the world of people he didn’t think were worthy. Anders understood the concept, of course. The boy had seen threats, real ones, years before anyone else would have worried about it at all. Then taken action. 
 
    The problem was, of course, that he’d done it on his own. Also, obviously, that he’d gotten caught. If he would have worked with the Sula on it, and been willing to not rush along, he probably wouldn’t have started so many negative things. As it stood, Anders figured that he was simply correct. Naveed wasn’t going to forgive him. Truly, the man himself called for Anders, after he left that night, a young boy approaching him down the hallway, with a note. 
 
    One asking that he attend Naveed in his office. 
 
    It was politely worded, but probably not an actual request, as much as an order. Anders moved quickly, walking fast, but not running in the hallway. It took some effort to recall where the office was, but seven minutes later or so, he stood outside the heavy red curtain. That was new, since the last time he’d been there. 
 
    “Prince Naveed? It’s Anders. A young boy brought a note that you needed me?” 
 
    He sort of expected the man to be gruff with him, but was greeted with a smile when the curtain was pulled aside. 
 
    “Prince Anders? Thank you for coming. Quickly, too. I was just settling in to wait, to be honest. Come, sit. I have some wine? Some date juice, as well?” 
 
    He opted for the juice, even if it was too sweet and odd to his tongue. Not horrible, just different. Anders settled on a plump orange pillow, the thin man across from him on a matching bit of fluff. There was no talking for a moment, but when the man spoke, it was with a different tone than he’d expected. 
 
    It was friendly and not dark or sad, at all. 
 
    “I was told that there’s to be a trial, of the remaining Aktar family members? A local court will be past there in the coming weeks. You’re traveling with Baret to Yanse? I was informed that you’ve been aiding him in learning magic. Powerfully and rapidly, in fact.” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “It’s a new program. Not what most will need to learn to do. Then, most people haven’t gotten themselves exiled like this. Would you be interested in learning the new techniques for this? They’re uncomfortable, but not painful or even that hard. Depak Sona learned them himself, already.” 
 
    The Prince nodded. 
 
    “Is that allowed? I…” He looked at the cloth covered door and shook his head, slowly. “Prince Anders… I spoke to Father the other day. He told me that he offered you my place as heir. Not just for the moment, to press me toward greater things, but for all time. He also told me that you flatly refused him, telling him that you backed me for the position instead. When I asked Grandfather Depak about it, he said much the same thing. Is that right?” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “That isn’t new to you. Surely, you’ve already worked out that I’m not trying to lead here. Truly, you and Depak Sona are the only ones that truly believe me when I say it, so far.” He grinned. “Which doesn’t get you out of having to learn new things and work harder. We can cover the basic portion now?” 
 
    It was surprising, but they did that then. The man wasn’t slow, but it still took about two hours for him to learn how to memorize new magical words quickly. Then they worked on some of those, to prove to the man it worked. 
 
    Meaning they were working late, when a call went up. At first Anders figured that it would be about Baret having escaped, or that he’d been killed, but it was only someone calling out about a fire. 
 
    They both ran then, into the night, toward a place inside the wall that Anders had never even noticed before. Given that it was long, seemed to be made of stone and was still on fire somehow, it called to him at the moment rather powerfully. 
 
    “Ready your magic, Prince Naveed. I do not think this is a simple blaze…” Anders was still running, his shield held up using his left hand, just as the attack began. 
 
    He grinned, on seeing it. Arcs of fire, light and thunder ripped across the world, as he noticed that there were, in the air over the building, what seemed to be ten winged horses. Hovering, with glowing riders on their backs. 
 
    It was different, he had to admit. 
 
    Also, he had to figure, not real at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter eight 
 
      
 
    Anders simply stopped in place, seeking a trance state, and touching a still moving Naveed on the arm. 
 
    “Wait… Clearly these flying horses aren’t real. It… Well, honestly, the illusion isn’t even good.” He shook his head, slowly, the images of light not being there at all when he tried to touch them mentally.  
 
    As he watched, he saw the whole thing start to slowly fall apart. The end rider on the right vanished, flickering in and out as he pointed at it. Then he tried to find out who the person doing the magic was. He didn’t just look for a human, but the source of the magic. 
 
    Which lead him directly to nothing.  
 
    Which had him shaking his head. At least he thought he might be doing that. Everything felt so far away, since he was deep inside his own mind as he tried to notice anything that indicated a person, devica or even magical talisman. Finally, he looked for a blood token, or even a trickle of power. For all that the illusion was choppy, and seemed translucent, like glowing spoke, and what sound there was mainly came from the real guards running and calling out around him, Anders couldn’t locate where it was coming from at all. 
 
    Which, he had to figure, was a sign of something strange. 
 
    He looked up at Naveed, who was hard faced, but not that worried over what he was seeing. The smoke still billowed from the building, but there was no scent at all. The billowing gray was also falling apart, fading at the same time as the riders. 
 
    “A prank, do you think, Prince Anders?” 
 
    Tilting his head, he shrugged, not knowing at all. 
 
    “The illusion is a poor one, or at least from someone overstressing their ability. See how it’s vanishing at the edges first? If you get too big with something like this, that can happen. The quality of it otherwise is… Well, glowing riders? The winged horses are blocky and distorted, but the riders seem like glowing two legged snakes, and there are no saddles or straps at all… It’s a large area to affect, but… It’s ten paces across, almost exactly. With no effort to press beyond that. So, whoever is doing this isn’t a master at all.” He tightened a bit, feeling like he was being insulting to the effort, which was better than most ever even bothered trying to do. “Also, whoever is doing this is totally hidden from my wizardry. That doesn’t happen on accident and… well, admittedly, that isn’t my strongest skill, but I’m not finding anything here. That’s much better work than the illusion itself.” 
 
    Then he blinked and smiled, as the illusion started to fall away. 
 
    “So, it could be a prank? If so, whoever is doing it doesn’t want to be found. Most people here who practice magic use magician techniques, don’t they?” 
 
    The heir glanced around, as the men there realized that the fire had no heat and the golden glowing riders, while throwing balls of flickering light, which arced nicely, but didn’t move out of a ten man pace area, vanishing at the end, worked out what Anders had, without him having to tell them at all. Almost as fast, too. 
 
    Grunting a bit, Naveed gave a nod. 
 
    “True, but some do use their skills in other ways. A few, very few, even take on multiple disciplines. Especially in the last year or so, since you arrived. People are being pushed to do more than they had before.” The man seemed sour about it, as if he didn’t want the competition. 
 
    Which might be true, though Anders had to feel that doing more wouldn’t harm most people. 
 
    Nodding, he waved as the illusion flickered and stopped, totally. Leaving the night dim, without even a lingering scent in the air that wasn’t expected. 
 
    He shrugged, then started to shake his head, as Naveed moved to walk away. 
 
    “The men will search the building, but… While strange, this isn’t totally unexpected here. Someone was showing the Sula their skills, I have to imagine.” 
 
    That seemed off, since whoever had done the work had stopped themselves from being known as well as they had. Still, he moved with the taller man, watching the world carefully. No attack came though, and if it were a distraction, he didn’t understand why. 
 
    Naveed didn’t walk him back to the office they’d worked in, instead yawning. Then covering his mouth, patting it a bit. It seemed contrived, but polite enough. 
 
    “Forgive me, Prince Anders. We can continue tomorrow and in the days to come? You helped me a lot this night, in learning magic, I must admit. Is it… Allowed for me to continue?” 
 
    “Expected, even. I should seek my bed, if nothing is really taking place. It’s getting rather late. I’ll see you in the afternoon? I have to meet with Baret, early.” It had been what Anders was doing, over the last few days. 
 
    If the boy was still there, in his room. If not… Well, then he’d probably be hunted down. Leaving might work for him, but escaping would, possibly, set a true hunt into action. 
 
    Not that being caught would be assured. 
 
    Still, when he woke the next day, cleaned up and heard a knock on the wooden door of his room, he didn’t feel upset, or even that tense. 
 
    “Enter!” 
 
    He was however, surprised to see who walked in. It was unusual enough that he blinked, before grinning, and moving to hug the two women standing there. They were dust covered, smelled of horse and leather, and both arranged in Army uniforms, but the girls didn’t fool him, their faces seeming happy to see him. 
 
    “Lissa! Salina!” Both of them where given hugs, since he hadn’t expected to see them that day. At least not that early. It was only just turning to real dawn. 
 
    Both women came back in several times for more hugs, but calmed down, after round three. 
 
    Salina, her black hair pulled back into a tail, seemed leaner than when they’d last met. Skinny, since she hadn’t been large before. 
 
    “Ha! I knew you’d be up. We stopped for the night about three miles from here, since Sendra tries to avoid being here, when she can. She doesn’t get along with her mother very well. Grandmother Devra?” Salina seemed bored with the topic already, though Lissa grinned. 
 
    “We need to clean up, but came to get you first thing. Reporting in and all that. We need to see Depak Sona as well, but…” She shook her head and looked at the floor, smiling a bit shyly. “But I’m not set to marry him.” 
 
    Salina nodded, seeming a bit bemused. 
 
    “My name has been put forward there as well. That’s… Well, not unexpected, is it? We’ve traveled together for nearly a year and a half. To many here that means we’re together already, even if it hasn’t been about that sort of thing, just work. The mothers just see young people off alone and jump to their own assumptions.” 
 
    Rather than go to her own room, the woman started calling out spells. Efficiently. They were different in places than what Anders would have used, but she was simply cleaning herself, the dust of the road heading out the open window, with her clothing being altered as she went along. From leather trousers and sturdy tunic, to a flowing blue green gown that was plain, for what she could have done. The woman was good at fashion, that being her first major skill in magic, as it was. 
 
    Lissa was faster, but also ended up in something that wasn’t overdone, decorative designs not being part of the robes she put in place. Anders was in walking robes himself, barely looking like magician or a magic user at all. 
 
    The shorter girl, who was taller than she had been, compared to Salina, who was shorter than Anders was now, grinned. 
 
    “We should find Depak Sona, and then some food? I haven’t been skipping out at all, lately, and still…” She gestured down at herself, to show how lean she’d gotten. They all were, in fact. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “You both used a lot of magic, in your training? How did that go?” 
 
    They started to speak on the topic, as they went to the door, turned left and nearly ran into Depak, who smiled on seeing his apprentices. 
 
    “Girls! There you are. Sula Darian’s oracles mentioned you’d be here. Early, as well. I was just heading out to meet you, in fact. Defeated, by your early arrival! Good! We need to speak. This way? It’s early to demand a meal…” 
 
    Not that the servants there weren’t willing to try. Anders smiled as they moved into the small dining room, the same one that he normally used while there. When the serving woman came, she made a bit of a face, seeming annoyed. 
 
    “The kitchen isn’t even open yet… It will take some hours to truly have a meal for you all.” She was an older woman, and one who Anders had seen, but who he didn't know by name.  
 
    Still, he nodded. 
 
    “Could you bring some uncooked grains and fruits and vegetables? I’ll handle the rest, as magic practice, if that isn’t rude?” He glanced at Depak, who nodded at him, slowly. 
 
    “Indeed, Prince Anders. You should practice such things on occasion. It can be done without insult, given the early hour of our collective rising, this day.” 
 
    The woman seemed skeptical, but came back with two women and a sturdy looking man, carrying the warmed towels, as well as several baskets of things that could be shaped into food. They had bowls and platers as well as extra towels, which he had to wager were to clean up whatever mess he made. 
 
    Everyone looked at him, silently, as if expecting a large production. Instead, he simply dumped grain on a large plate, and whispered a string of words, turning it into both flat bread and a sweet topped roll, from Istlan. Technically that was only had at certain winter festivals, but it was one of his favorite foods. 
 
    There were also eggs, made out of the vegetables, and sliced fruit, with even the seeds and peels being used. Shortly they had a whole, if simple, meal arrayed for them all. 
 
    The water was turned to tea, as well. 
 
    Then, oddly, the serving people all applauded. 
 
    The man who had come carrying things for them, shook his head. 
 
    “Illusion?” 
 
    Anders grinned, since it was a good guess, really. 
 
    “No. The food was altered. Like with anything else, it’s still really what it was. It looks, smells and tastes correct, but will nourish the body only as much as what it is made from would have. In this case, good grains and other foodstuffs. Thank you all for bringing it.” 
 
    He bowed a bit, sitting on his low pillow. There was more working material left on the table, even. More than they’d be eating, he had to figure. 
 
    Salina, seeming almost scared, took a bite of a piece of flat bread, nodding after she chewed for a moment. 
 
    “It’s good! Not that I wouldn’t have figured otherwise. You’ve been learning new things as well, while we were digging latrines by hand?” 
 
    Depak grinned. 
 
    “He lived in the desert for a month, alone, building a new city there, with water sources and large underground gardens. The Sula sent riders to report on it. He also worked out how to change food stuffs like this.” There was a wave, as he served himself, the servants leaving, not speaking about what had taken place. 
 
    Lissa laughed. 
 
    “Of course. You can show us how to do this, later today? I think I get the idea, from your spell, but in case I missed anything?” 
 
    He nodded, then shrugged a bit. 
 
    “I’m in with Baret, later? You can come for that? We need to make arrangements to get all of us up to Yanse, anyway. It will probably be some days. I don’t know who’s closest, or if we’ll need to hire someone we don’t know. If we’re doing that, we need to go to the northern port and work from there.” 
 
    He felt suddenly commanding, not even giving the girls a chance to rest for a single day, before suggesting they had to leave again. 
 
    Salina, instead of throwing a fit, or even glaring at him, made a soft sound in her throat. It sounded thoughtful, instead of like her. 
 
    “Hm? What’s the story there, with Baret? He’s a nice sort, and we were told about his being behind the attacks here, but it seems off, him being placed in exile like that, isn’t it? Lassa was beheaded for the actions he took and it sounds like Baret was the one who got him to do it. Somehow. Shouldn’t he meet the same fate?” 
 
    Depak looked at her, his eyes blinking slowly, but there was a nod, after a moment. He held a piece of flat bread in his hand, a scoop of chopped vegetables, which were presented as cooked, with a savory sauce on them, treating it as if it was food that had been presented to them normally. 
 
    His voice was low, but the words were in Scara, which they’d all been using. 
 
    “It’s not a small point. Darian has been put in a position that I truly do not envy. If he kills Baret for his crimes, half of his own family will turn against him. If he doesn’t, the generals will rise up in revolt, removing him from the throne. So far, the only reason that hasn’t happened is that Prince Naveed has refused to hear any talk of sedition. If someone else becomes the heir, we may well be thrown into a bloody war.” The man shrugged, and grinned. 
 
    Then took a bite of flatbread. 
 
    “None of you can take that position, at the moment. Being Great Ones, if in training. Anders refused the position himself, due to that. He also suggested that the Sula remove him totally from the lists. He meant it. Darian refused him. At the same time, both of you might well be climbing into the top ten on the next postings. Go carefully there? Anyone with half a mind will be trying to curry favor with you all, right now. Especially you, Princess Lissa.” 
 
    That made so much sense to him, that he nodded. Of interest, Salina snorted, but did the same thing. 
 
    “Without a single doubt. We were both given commissions as officers, as captains in the Army, last night. The only thing causing Lissa to not be a major was her age. That didn’t just come from Sendra, either. Her top five commanders voted on us getting those ranks. We didn’t buy in, after all.” She ate, with no one doubting her words, except perhaps Lissa. When she spoke, it was calm and with a soft smile. “It’s the magic. I was flat out told that we’re both supposed to come back, at least once a year, to aid with that along the front. Earlier, if we end up in war with Natech. That… Should we leave, if things are sparking off down there? I’m only an apprentice, but…” 
 
    Depak looked at her, and after a moment smiled, with tears in his eyes. 
 
    “We can return quickly enough if needed. That you considered that first is… Wonderful. We need to see to Baret. This…” He tensed and shook his head, jerking it hard. 
 
    Lissa sighed, then spoke, softly, in Istlan. 
 
    “Are we to kill him?” 
 
    Anders, having a different plan, shrugged, and whispered back. 
 
    “Possibly. If so, I’m assigned to the task, not being a blood relation. In that case, you’ll both need to be prepared to cut ties with me. The Sula… Is allowing for a pretense of other things being done, but the orders may well change on that front. I wasn’t aware that things were as dire as they are, with the family here and the generals.” 
 
    Depak nodded, slowly, not glaring at Anders at all. 
 
    “That is my understanding as well. At the same time, Baret has learned much of magic, in the last days and weeks. Even the generals might not want to lose such a resource, forever. Things are very much up in the air at the moment.” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “I need to learn how to change people’s bodies. Their appearance? So far, I haven’t been able to work out how to do that, at all. I can prevent aging and perhaps speed it up. Use illusion for short term changes, and magician skills to dye hair and skin, but… Nothing that will last.” 
 
    It seemed an aside, but Depak Sona nodded. 
 
    “I have some books that might address that. I’ll have to look. Also, we have the library here, if you can find time to visit?” 
 
    That was the part of wisdom, but Anders didn't know if they had that kind of time. 
 
    “After I finish eating, I should go and see to Baret. We’re using a new technique, so have been learning several hundred new spell portions per day. I need to start on illusion with him, I think. I… haven’t covered everything. Not the new communications skills. Both of you need that. All of it, of course.” 
 
    Lissa made a face. 
 
    “Hundreds of new techniques each day? How?” 
 
    The rest of the meal was spent both in eating and covering how to do that sort of thing. Lissa sat there, and managed it, several times, after only hearing about the idea. Salina didn’t capture it as quickly, but when they cleaned up and finished the food, the older girl had it before they finished walking to the old wing. 
 
    He waved at the place, and grinned. 
 
    “We also need to fix this up, before we leave.” 
 
    There wasn’t even a groan about it. Depak Sona nodded. 
 
    “Indeed. Anders, why don’t you see to making arrangements for our journey? Perhaps Baret will run us through some lessons, if we ask politely?” 
 
    The idea that the boy wouldn’t know anything that the others there didn’t, wasn’t mentioned. Anders thought he understood the plan, the real one, which was to limit, and learn, what Baret knew, in case they did have to kill him. There were four of them, and while the plan Anders had been given last wasn’t to murder the boy, he was prepared for it to fall out that way. If that was the real plan, or ended up being needed, then having taught the former prince all of that magic was going to be a problem. At least it could be. 
 
    Anders wasn’t that worried about it, to be honest. Baret knew a lot of spell names and could use them. They’d practiced putting together spells, and even using hands signs, and the man was able to fight, or so Anders presumed. At least with a sword. He’d been attacked standing next to Baret once and his blade had come out almost instantly, as if practiced and ready. 
 
    Still, they hadn’t worked on the actual spells, just the different portions of it. Baret had learned the basics of a language, but it wouldn’t make him fluent in speaking it. Not yet. Plus, while strong enough in magic, everyone else there was as strong or truly, Anders thought even he was more powerful that way than the other fellow. 
 
    The girls and Depak were easily approaching twice as powerful that way. It made a difference, in a battle. Plus, if it came to it, Anders wasn’t planning to fight. He was going to set up a very small, very silent spell that would destroy the former prince’s heart, lungs and brain at the same moment. The instant he tried to summon magic, which would probably prevent anything too bad from being used by Baret. 
 
    Unless he acted first, to kill all of them, using care and planning. 
 
    Which meant that the boy was going to need to be watched, constantly. The young man. It was important to keep in mind that he’d orchestrated matters that had led to the deaths of hundreds of people. Probably not on purpose, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. 
 
    Plus, even if he’d only been a voice in Lassa’s ear, those whispers had nearly killed Prince Naveed. Anders as well, if not truly on the same level. 
 
    He reminded himself of that, as they got to the door, the guards standing there, seeming ready to fight, if it was needed. Most of their attention going to Depak, not him or one of the others. 
 
    Salina smiled, a bit grimly, at Mikhail. 
 
    “Ah! There you are. Is Baret behaving himself? No escape plans being made or the mothers coming to try and undermine the wall to his room with gardening tools?” She was clearly playing, but the slightly older guard frowned. 
 
    Then sighed. 
 
    “Three attempts so far. All from the outside. Last night they tried to draw us away, and sneak him out when the illusions attacked across the compound. That was your grandmother, Sullana-Senot Devra. She hired the magical work done? Some player from the city here. I hear that the Sula actually shouted at her over it.” 
 
    Wincing, Depak closed his eyes. 
 
    “Understood. Well, don’t let him go too easily? Anders will match whatever anyone offers you, plus ten percent, if you make certain he stays here until it is time to leave?” 
 
    Anders leaned in and waved for the others to stand back. Lissa moved in as well, but Salina and Depak Sona stood well back, not taking part in whatever plan might be taking place.  
 
    Smiling, grimly, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “The landscape is too confused here at the moment. The only thing we know for certain is that, if he were to flee, we’d be forced to hunt him down. Then, well, he wouldn’t be allowed to survive that. Preventing that might be the only sensible thing we can do at the moment. Depak Sona was jesting, about the gold, but if it happens, I’ll actually pay off on what he promised.” He waited, the men seeming to think he wasn’t lying, at least. 
 
    Then he’d given out a lot of coin, over the last year or two. 
 
    Several of the men, ten in all, nodded in reply. 
 
    No one spoke. Not until Apprentice Lissa did. 
 
    “We should go inside? I can call out?” 
 
    Mikhail nodded, smiling a bit, as the girl who was only twelve, did it, her voice soft. 
 
    “Brother? It is I, Lissa! Returned from my military training some hours before. I have Salina, Anders and grandfather Depak with me, as well. Are we allowed to visit you?” 
 
    It was kind of her to ask, but Baret didn’t take an hour to respond, simply coming to the cloth covered door and pressing it aside. His face was shaved, his breath fresh and body clean, even if there was no running water to his room. Meaning he’d used magic for it. 
 
    “Lissa! Salina! Come in. How was your trip? You were reviewing the Army for father?” 
 
    Salina moved forward and gave the boy a hug, then moved past him into the room. That was clean, even if servants weren’t being allowed. Again, it was down to magic, and the fact that Anders had been coming each day and insisted on it. 
 
    When they were all inside the room, with only Mikhail joining them from the guards out front, trying to stand by the door, Anders waved for the mustached man to join them on the collection of low, oversized, pillows. 
 
    As they settled, Salina grinned. 
 
    “Is that what’s being put around? Reviewing the troops? We were digging ditches, making buildings and walls with magic and learning to fight from horseback, both with bow and magic. I’m not good at that, I have to admit.” 
 
    The words got Lissa to grin. 
 
    “My archery isn’t brilliant, either. We learned spear, sword, marching and leading men in battle. When we first got there the plan had been to humble us for a few days, to show how hard it is being a man or woman of the Army. We knew that part already, so in the end they really had to train us. We aren’t the new masters of war, but if it comes to it, we know what a man in the field experiences, day to day.” 
 
    Salina snorted. 
 
    “Too right. It took us nearly two weeks to understand we weren’t being taken seriously and were being given the hardest tasks to mock us. Then, we did it so completely that General Sendra decided to press us for real. I think she was assuming the whole thing was a jest on your part, Anders. Even after you explained things to her.” 
 
    That seemed correct to him, once he thought about it. Showing up with Princesses and telling the General that they were the new Great Ones, if apprentices to that position, had to seem insane or at least like a prank. Then, as long as they’d been properly trained in the end, he didn’t truly care how it had happened, or what anyone else had thought about the matter. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “No harm. Now, Baret, my task for the day is to make arrangements for a ship, or work out what we’re doing next, if not that. I want you to get these three up to speed on the memory tricks we’ve been using. They already know what you do, but review it all. Then, start working on this building. We need to rework it in place, but add in water facilities, as well. Mikhail, can you request that Baret be allowed out to work? He won’t flee.” Anders looked at the boy, his eyes cold. 
 
    “You get that, don’t you? We’re sitting on top of a civil war here. I hadn’t really understood it, before this morning. To protect the people of Barquea, you cannot flee, or do anything other than what is needed, right now. Even if it means your death. Even the death of all of us.” 
 
    That sounded dire, and was, but everyone except Anders looked surprised when Baret spoke. 
 
    “Should… You kill me? I could do it myself, or it could be made to seem that way. My plan… I understand that I tried to reach too far and people, good ones, were hurt. We must prevent more bad things from happening. There cannot be a war over this.” 
 
    No one spoke, and Mikhail looked absolutely stricken at the words, but Anders smiled. 
 
    “Exactly. At the moment, we don’t know how to best make that happen. So, if it comes to you dying, or tens of thousands of innocents, we have your vow to protect those people?” 
 
    There was no real hesitation. Just closed eyes. 
 
    “Yes. No one else will die because of my mistakes.” 
 
    Anders snorted, copying what Salina had done earlier. That had everyone else there glaring at him. Except, naturally Baret. They probably felt he was mocking them. The boy was simply taking what he figured was fair punishment, and Anders… 
 
    Didn’t mean that at all. 
 
    Which he showed with his words. 
 
    “I’ve found that people often die when we make mistakes. I take your meaning, you mean your past mistakes. Good. Not that you may have to die, but that you’re willing to. Now, go over everything about the new memory technique, then you four put together a new set of building instructions to fix this place. I’ll be working over here, and will join you for that part, if I can see to my current task quickly enough. Ignore my muttering?” 
 
    He really was doing that, contacting people in three different languages, not using the new technique for that at all. Not because he was afraid that the Pirate Captain, he was contacting would abuse it, either. No, it was because Baret and Mikhail, as well as the other guards outside, listening to them, weren’t allowed to know it existed yet. 
 
    Which meant Captain Enna had a rather standard recited speech placed in his ear, walked to the top deck and altered course, before the third repetition. He wasn’t even planning to ask for payment for the trip, given that they were just turning around, heading to the dock they’d left only days before, and were actually planning to go toward first The Island of Morse, for a delivery they were making, and then to the main port of Yanse, regardless. 
 
    The only thing that would have been better would have been if Anders Brolly could have arranged for the message two days earlier. 
 
    He confirmed that he understood and would have everyone there, in four days. They could have traveled faster, the main port being less than a day’s travel away, of course. It was that, without using magic, it would take at least that long for the Sea Leopard to make its way back. The winds weren’t totally against them, but it would be slower than going out had been. 
 
    Which was the nature of sailing, so the Captain didn’t really mind the lost time. A bit, but having magical messages had saved them weeks of travel, even in this one case. Plus, Anders Brolly was a Prince and had paid himself and his men well, several times in the past. Even doing this one for free was more than worth it, just to keep the man happy. 
 
    That part caught Anders’ mind, rather keenly. Even in his thoughts, the pirate thought of Anders as a man, in truth. There was no hedging, or using boy part of the time, even if he, himself, had been doing that with other people. It was something for him to work on, he decided. 
 
    Everyone seemed so young to him, or almost everyone, making it tempting to diminish them by calling them children in his mind. A thing that could lead him to make errors, in the future. Even Lissa, who was young in all ways, wasn’t to be dismissed that way. She was a Captain in the Army already, even. From the sound of it, she and Salina both had actually earned their titles that way, in a mere four or five months. 
 
    That was impressive. 
 
    After setting that in motion, he got with Darren, up in Yanse, using the old techniques still, since if he started to carry on with the fellow it was going to become rather obvious. That had a message coming back, and after some moments, Anders had to connect with Javina, and Master Tollan. It took about two hours for everything to be worked out, but the basic travel plan was for Anders and the others to head to Yanse, drop off the new apprentice, then travel by ship, along the coast to the main port of Istlan, where they would then travel to the castle there, to get Javina, then return her to the south, so she and Darren could marry. 
 
    He grinned and looked up, which had everyone else doing so. The people in the room were all taking the new memory lessons, with Mikhail being shown the older ones as well, by Lissa, so he wouldn’t be behind. They weren’t really learning a lot of magic that day, but did come up with a few new tricks so that the old wing of the palace could be repaired. 
 
    Then, with only a bit of a request seeming to be made, they moved out, and did the needed work. Pacing themselves, but it was repairs, by and large and some new decorations, not the vast magic of creating a new building from dirt or worse, rock. 
 
    Even after allowing him out, since they had his word to be good, Baret didn’t attempt to flee, or do anything except what was suggested. Everyone was left uneasy by that, except it seemed for Lissa and Anders. Depak and Salina both seemed ready to summon magics the whole time, and do battle, if the need came. It didn’t. 
 
    When the time came for a meal, they all, rather rudely, stood outside, and wolfed down some flat bread with savory meat inside, and drank tumblers of water, then returned to work. The biggest portion, other than the new decorations and altering all of the furnishings of the place, in the unoccupied rooms, was the water system. That would require someone to fill the cisterns regularly, using magic, or for beasts to be brought in to march in a circle, yoked to the pump that Lissa had created for the task. It was how the rest of the palace complex was served, or at least most of it, so no one balked at the idea. 
 
    After that, as they started to decorate the outside, to match the improved palace areas, the Sula and Naveed, along with Mother Meegan all marched up. The Sula seemed tight, and Mother Meegan was gasping in anger, but Prince Naveed merely looked at the effort and nodded. 
 
    “Well done! You have cisterns in already? This place isn’t half falling down any longer, either. This is your work, Salina?” Why he picked her in particular, Anders didn’t get. 
 
    A good bit of it was her’s however. Lissa’s as well. 
 
    Instead of taking full or even half credit, she grinned. 
 
    “Naveed! Mother! Father!” Each of them was given a hug, which was done back, even if two of them seemed ready to fight, instead of holding a reunion. Lissa got in on that, and waved at the old wing. 
 
    “We’re mainly aiding Baret in this. He put the cistern up, by himself and did a lot of the structural work for us. His decorations and work on furnishings is a bit plain, so far, but I think Depak Sona was about to start calling out suggestions for that? I need to do more work that way myself. We didn’t do a lot of that sort of thing over the last months, to be honest.” 
 
    Meegan, never one to lose the thread of a good fight, glared at Baret. 
 
    “Prince Baret is a prisoner here. Should he be outside, using… Admittedly impressive magic?” 
 
    It was clear that the woman was planning to dig in there, aiming at the youthful girl. That didn't happen, however. Salina laughed, earning a glare from both her father and mother, and shook her head. 
 
    “Yes? He swore to kill himself, if it’s needed, to prevent a war. I was reading his mind as he did it and while more disciplined than I would have thought, I don’t think he tried to guard himself that way from me. Even if the idea terrifies him, he meant it. Holding him under guard, given that, makes little sense to me. We only have these men out here for decoration, given that. They should be relaxing indoors, out of this heat, given we can spare them the task.” 
 
    She could have sounded sharp, catty or mean, but it came off as… Nearly bland. As if she thought she was correct, and merely accepted that everyone would agree, or more probably, not think that was the case at all. 
 
    The Sula waved the guards away then. There was no smile to go with the gesture, but it was obeyed, instantly, regardless. 
 
    “I see. Very well. We heard that Baret had escaped, at least into the compound. This… I can’t claim that we won’t have to have you do that, Baret. End your days. I’m doing what I can to stop that, but if it comes to that, or a true war…” 
 
    The funny thing there was the fact that Anders could read in the Sula that he was simply saying the words, and being dramatic. Baret, when he spoke, was absolutely serious. 
 
    “I will die first. I promise it.” 
 
    Anders, for his part, merely waved at the building. 
 
    “I want to retile the outside of the whole thing before night comes. We leave in two days. The day after tomorrow, in fact, for Yanse. We don’t have much time to finish this, so…” They also didn’t have to do what they were. 
 
    Naveed, being the heir, merely glared at his younger brother, and started in, helping with the work. He had to learn a few new phrases for it, but had that down inside about a third of a candle mark. 
 
    Then, in near silence, they simply all worked until the task was completed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter nine 
 
      
 
    Anders honestly would have figured that, if anything, he would be asked to leave the palace that night, or the next day. His being there had, clearly made many people upset, over the last year and Mother Meegan had glared in his general direction with enough force as she left that he figured she was going to demand he be beaten, if nothing else. 
 
    Instead, he, along with Depak Sona and the Princesses, were invited to the late meal there. Dinner, as they named it. Prince Naveed, clearly was already supposed to be attending. Anders took great care, dressing himself after a thorough cleansing spell, and a fresh shave. His clothing was bright, but plain, to start with. 
 
    Then he realized that he was going with Depak, so he put in some interesting animal figures, and leaves, showing various useful plants. He was in a deep green, and it was, even if not his favorite style of outfit, a true robe. When he moved to the hallway in front of his room, he was met with Depak, who was standing down the way, speaking to a waiting Ambassador Belford and Mistress Belford, both of whom smiled at him, when they noticed he was there. 
 
    A thing that they clearly had been waiting for. 
 
    Master Belford, his hair shorter than it had been the last time they’d met, days before, smiled politely. 
 
    “Anders! Depak Sona here was just informing me of the upcoming trip. There’s a man here that I’d like to recommend to my brother, as a servant. Lethwin?” 
 
    Anders made a face, trying for interested and probably not making it happen. Farad felt it going on and managed to turn the look into a smile and nod. Saving them from being rude to Master Belford. His uncle. 
 
    Instead of letting the boy speak, since that was about to become incredibly pointed, the man probably being Belford’s lover, who had been abused by the other servants for daring to love a man, the old man within tilted his head. 
 
    “Does he have the tongue of Istlan as of yet?” 
 
    The older man, who wasn’t old at all, being in his early thirties, at most, possibly even being younger than that, tensed. 
 
    “No. We haven’t had time for that.” His voice was soft then, as if that one factor would be the one that broke the deal and prevented common sense from taking place. 
 
    Farad gave a gentle shrug. 
 
    “Baret will need that tongue as well, so we can teach him, both of them, on the ship. The language of Yanse as well. I see no reason for him not to travel with us? We leave on the day after the morrow. In the early morning. The ship will be here in two days after that. We don’t want to keep Captain Enna waiting, since he’s turning around to come get us as it is. Is Lethwin trained in magic?” 
 
    Mistress Belford, who was pretty, in a strong nosed and lean sort of fashion, smiled at him. 
 
    “He isn’t. What would it cost to have him trained in such, do you think, Master Brolly? Even in Istlan that should lead to a better fortune than merely being a room servant, I’d have to imagine.” 
 
    It wasn’t wrong, but Master Belford tightened and actually swallowed, as if made suddenly nervous by the idea. Either of magic, or, more likely, the potential cost of it. Anders simply thought for a moment, then tilted his head. 
 
    “We could have him work with Apprentice Salina? She’s done good work that way before, but needs more practice in it. That won’t be forever, but it could take some months to get back to the castle in Istlan, even making good time. It depends on what we do of course. Depak Sona? She’s your apprentice, is that a good enough idea? I can do it myself, as well.” 
 
    Baret could also work for that, now that the thought occurred to him. 
 
    The older man, who seemed fit enough, and no older than fifty, bowed a bit. It was just him bending about a fifth of the way down, nothing official or planned. 
 
    “That would work well, I believe. Salina has come far in the last months herself. Teaching others is one of the best ways to keep a student motivated. I’ll ask her about it, later? Now, we should be off to the meal. It would be poor form to keep the Sula waiting.” 
 
    That was simply true, so they all hurried their steps, trying to seem as if they were running, while they were doing it. Depak had to lead them, since only he understood where they were eating that evening. It wasn’t the grand hall that Anders had been in before, with a low single table meant to hold twenty others. 
 
    Instead, the four of them entered a space that had room for eight over all, with nine people being there. One of those was General Sendra, along with Grandmother Meegan and a man who Anders had never met at all. Naveed and the Sula were at the front of the table. The heir, oddly, gestured to the spot next to himself. 
 
    “Prince Anders? If you will?” It was, clearly, significant. 
 
    The new man, who seemed to be older than most at the table, including the Sula and Depak, gave him an interested look. 
 
    His voice was smooth. 
 
    “Ah? This worthy is my great-nephew, Anders Brolly? It’s wonderful to meet you!” The man seemed genuinely effusive, and even if he looked the sort to stab you behind a tavern, the feeling coming off of him was real enough. 
 
    General Sendra laughed. 
 
    “You all probably wonder at the warm welcome? Doccian just learned that Prince Anders refused to take his place on the list.” She smirked, but the older looking man, who seemed similar to the Sula, laughed. It was fake, but loud and very large. 
 
    Then he explained. 
 
    “I should deny it, but that is what we were just discussing. Also, your reasoning for that, which is wise, rather than a plot to win the top spot? That you aren’t from here, so wouldn’t be the best to lead us? That probably isn’t as important as all that, to be honest. If you make certain people have food, a roof and a chance to improve their lot in life, people will count themselves ruled well enough. Until they don’t.” 
 
    Anders, not knowing if he was even allowed to speak, much less supposed to, with everyone there clearly being more important than he was, nodded. Then he gave his opinion anyway, in case it was needed. 
 
    “Perhaps. There is some sense to the idea that people are, regardless of the land of their origin, just people. Still, I don’t even know when the festivals are here, or what songs to sing, or what is a crime and what is expected, that I might think of as criminal. I could and will, learn, but it’s a detriment for the time being. Besides, so far, I’m rather impressed with Prince Naveed. I take it that you’re backing him as well?” 
 
    Those words came out seeming a bit sharp, since it was clear that some in the ranks there, vying to be the leader, took the idea rather seriously. Doccian, Prince Docca, was the man in third place. Nedros in second, and General Sendra in fifth. Princess Aisla was in fourth, for the moment. At least he thought that was the current order. 
 
    The man smiled at him, and stroked his gray mustache. There were hints of black and white in it, when Anders bothered to focus on it. 
 
    “What makes you say that, Prince Andros?” 
 
    The easy answer would be that Naveed was still alive, of course. Thinking for a moment, the silence stretching out, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “You’re the Sula’s older brother. You had to have had ten thousand chances to remove him, and nearly as many chances to derail Prince Naveed. If you haven’t done so, then that likely means you actually support him. At least for the time being. The same is true of Princess Sendra, of course.” He bowed in her direction, with a bit of a smile, actually getting one back. 
 
    The woman wasn’t big on having fun, to the best of his knowledge. Then, that might have been due to the fact that the first time they’d met there had been an actual war on. They’d been near the front, as well. 
 
    The woman, who was hard looking and well-tanned from the sun, nodded at him. One time only. It was a bit sudden and hard. 
 
    “I do back Naveed, truth be told. Him or Nedros. I heard you were also backing Princess Lissa? I can get behind that as well, if she pans out, over the next ten years or so.” She looked over at Doccian, then Grandmother Meegan. “That girl has become impressive. Salina as well, Meegan. I told them to dig a latrine for five hundred men, by hand… They worked nearly night and day, for five days, to get it done. They didn't even whine about it. I swear. Not a peep, or complaint, just hard work they weren’t prepared for, using magic to heal the damage from it, so they could keep going each day.” 
 
    It was good to hear, and Anders wasn’t the only one who smiled at the idea. Depak did, as did Naveed. The Heir shook his head a bit. 
 
    The food started to come, and the conversation continued, as they each took some food, in a casual fashion and ate, speaking only of small matters, until they were nearly finished. Then the Sula fixed Depak with a hard look. 
 
    “You used some form of mind control on Baret, earlier?” 
 
    That had the man shaking his head, the top bald and sides no longer than an inch long. 
 
    “Nothing like that. Anders?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I used only words and didn’t force any issues or make any threats. Baret… well, he did the wrong thing. Set in motion dark matters, at least in part. Still, he gave his word to prevent further harm from those actions, even at the cost of his life, and seems to mean it. That can change, when the moment is upon one, but it’s what he said.” 
 
    The Sula sighed. 
 
    “Salina was reading his very thoughts, while he did it? You did as well?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “The second time, as we all stood there, hearing his words. They appear to be honest. That kind of thing can be blocked or covered, but there’s a quality to that which didn’t seem to be there. It could be happening, but I truly don’t think so. He understands that exile might not be enough. If so, we… well, then I’ll handle it, so his nerve won’t slip at the end. In that case, I should be proclaimed an outlaw here. That’s not my favorite option, but if we do it that way, we can protect anyone here from too much fallout from it.” 
 
    Meegan looked at him, tearing up for some reason. 
 
    “Avoid that? Either part. You aren’t wrong, if it must be done, but even if you choose not to rule here, your actions have aided Barquea and do every time you come near it. It would weaken us, if we must send you away.” 
 
    He probably wouldn’t be the one getting to choose that path, but before the Sula could speak, Doccian took a very deep breath, then drank half a cup of red colored wine. 
 
    “Well. This situation is different than I imagined. At first, I thought it merely that Baret wanted the throne for himself. I’ve seen it before. Even throwing his brothers and sisters at the project has happened and will again. Now it seems like he was doing us a service. The others were hungry for power, and too slow to realize they weren’t the best to rule, I take it? I haven’t come here too often over the last years.” That last bit was addressed to Ambassador Belford. 
 
    Prince Naveed answered, however. 
 
    “It was about that. Some five in all didn’t make it. Lassa and his body sister Liasa, Prince Rollo and… Princess Foresstha has gone missing, at near the same time, along with Princess Holda. Both of them are known for craving power without wanting to put effort into it. Truly, no one knows if they were involved in this at all. Others may have been, but Baret swears it was only him, behind it all. Placing thoughts and whispers to get them to make the wrong move, doing it too soon.” 
 
    The way it was talked about got Anders to understand something. He hadn’t thought of it that way, but the first time he’d tried to use magic to contact Aisla at a distance he’d pressed her to consider him, intently. If he’d pushed her to think of eating, say cheese, however, she might well have gone and gotten herself some of that, instead. 
 
    Truly, if you presented anyone with a strong and unending desire to consider any topic, you might well steer them toward it, giving you a form of mental control over them. Possibly without them even knowing it was taking place.  
 
    Instead of speaking of the idea, since it both would work and needed to be refined greatly, he simply committed the names to memory, in case it was needed for him to report on the topic later, and paid attention to what everyone else was doing. 
 
    As the meal ended, the Sula looked at Ambassador Belford, his face too blank. Moreso than it had been, for the rest of the meal, even when he was clearly less than truly pleased with the way things were going. 
 
    “I heard that you intend to send the servant Lethwin to your brother’s grand palace, to be a servant there? This is, perhaps, for the best. It… I don’t wish to be indelicate, but perhaps, in the future, if you could…” The man looked away, going silent. 
 
    A thing that, to a man of Istlan didn’t seem to be a delicate indication that he didn't wish to give insult, but rather a threat, if one ill-defined. This had happened before, even if Anders hadn’t been there for it. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Sula Darian? If I may translate that for you? This is a cultural thing, but to a man of Istlan you just signaled your intent to kill him if he doesn’t do what you wish…” 
 
    Everyone stared at him then, with the Sula going wide eyed. 
 
    “That wasn’t… If it pleases you, Prince Anders? I was merely attempting to not give offense.” The man actually hunched down, which wasn’t truly fitting of a leader like he was. 
 
    Anders smiled then and looked at Belford, who seemed equally concerned, as if expecting a dagger, or at least a true scolding. 
 
    “Men don’t openly entertain other men here. Be discrete, or keep it in your pants, but it’s insulting to many here, for you not to handle things that way. The Sula is backing you, as Ambassador, but if you could make it easier for him?” That was a bit too bold, for the courtly ways of Istlan as well, but after the mistakes that were made, Master Belford simply laughed, as everyone stared at him. Probably wondering if they were at war. 
 
    “Ah? I’ll do that then. Forgive me, Sula Darian. Prince Naveed. It was never my intent to create tensions. Lethwin is to travel with Prince Anders and Depak Sona. They… There was some mention of lessons in magic, if he can be allowed that? To smooth his way in the world.” There was tension again, over the words. 
 
    The Sula nodded. 
 
    “As is fitting, seeing to the care of a friend that way.” 
 
    Then, instead of speaking about the topic further, it shifted to questions about the night before, when there was a discussion about the poorly performed illusions and the rather more effective hiding of the person who had done the work on it. More to the point, to the people who had hired it done. 
 
    Darian closed his eyes. 
 
    “My mother, Devra, was behind it. As always. It… She simply doesn’t wish to see death, rather than desiring for the guilty to go free. Her plotting isn’t advanced or bold, but when such matters arise, I need to simply make certain to place a watcher on her, first thing. I’m rather hiding her actions, if we can keep this to the one room here?” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “Agreed. We won’t speak of it again. Correct?” He meant it to sound pleasant and as if he were asking everyone for their word in the matter as well. 
 
    It came out sounding commanding. Enough so that General Sendra raised an eyebrow at him, and dropped her hand to her waist, clearly going for a weapon. Naveed tightened his jaw and Docca, chuckled. 
 
    “Agreed, Prince Anders. As you command.” Then he shrugged. “Not that the boy isn’t correct in this. We’ve been on too many pages, seeking the best for ourselves, for too long. I think we should vow to keep Naveed in as heir, until he proves himself unworthy? We need to pull together on this, and the truth is that I’m growing too old to rule here. I have my lands. It’s enough. I swear to back Naveed, and Darian, as long as they are worthy of such.” He looked at Anders and winked. “This is supposed to be what we all do anyway, but it gets forgotten, from time to time.” 
 
    He stood, and bowed, hands out to his side. 
 
    “I so swear.” 
 
    The others went silent for a moment, until Depak stood up and did the same thing. 
 
    “I too, agreed and so vow.” 
 
    They all did it, even Grandmother Meegan, who sighed about it first. 
 
    “Well, there goes all my plotting on the matter!” She smiled at her husband though, and settled rather firmly, with a thump. 
 
    Then, oddly, Master Belford stood. 
 
    “I cannot swear to such a thing, given my duties to Istlan and her king, but to the best of my ability, I too, shall back you both, as I may.” 
 
    Mistress Belford did the same thing then, which sounded copied and a bit less certain, really. Everyone agreed that it was fine enough, if not a pure vow of undying devotion. The Sula seemed pleased enough by the action, at least. 
 
    “Good. Now I only have to doubt you all half as much as before. Thank you, all of you. These are dark times. Prince Anders, Depak Sona… If you’ll handle the Baret situation? General Sendra, you as well? We must hold the land together, no matter the cost. We, all of us here, have a duty either to this land, or to Istlan, our ally to the north. Regardless, we must protect our people. I can call on you all, to that end, at need?” 
 
    They all nodded, even if many of them, clearly, didn’t think that was going to actually happen. Mistress Belford glanced over at him, for some reason, as if asking for what her portion of things would be. She was just one, slight and small woman, after all. She seemed youthful, but under a different name had once been the teacher of Ganges. 
 
    A thing that clicked in his head, suddenly. 
 
    Those words had been spoken before, of course. Her name had been given as Manria Tharp, and was one of the first things that Ganges said to him, after he’d come back. For some reason Anders had assumed that the woman had taught him about herbs. 
 
    That had never, not even once, been said. The sound of the whole thing had been of hundreds, maybe a thousand years before, but now that he thought about it, he understood something that he hadn’t understood at all before that moment. 
 
    Which was that, simply speaking, Manria Tharp, who he knew as Mistress Belford, who before marrying the illegitimate son of King Matheus had been a spy and lover of his own mother, was also Anarra. 
 
    The one woman he’d been close to, whose son was Kaiden Sett. Possibly. 
 
    He didn't have proof of that, and it could be totally wrong, but the woman had always flirted with him a bit inappropriately, except that she hadn’t done that at all, since his latest return there, to the palace. 
 
    None of which meant anything that dark or dire. Except that the woman had controlled the mind of Sula Darian at one point. Ganges had broken that and it hadn’t been spoken about again, as if it weren’t important, but that did speak of something other than potions being used by the woman. 
 
    It occupied his mind until they left, with him, Depak and Master Belford walking back toward where their rooms were, with Mistress Belford moving along with them, rather silently. 
 
    Anders glanced at her, and smiled. 
 
    “Mistress Belford? Do you think you could go over how to change form with me? It seems it might be coming up soon in my life, and I don’t have a single clue how it might be done.” 
 
    Instead of denying she had that kind of knowledge, or even what it could mean, as to why Anders had thought to ask her that, she simply smiled. 
 
    “We can do that now? It isn’t simple, but you should be able to master it. The basics at least. To do it quickly, well, that will take practice, as most things do. Also, fairly vast access to energy.” 
 
    The other two men went very still of face, with Belford seeming honestly puzzled when that broke. 
 
    “You can change a being’s shape? I didn’t know that herb lore allowed for that.” 
 
    The woman chuckled, deep in her throat. 
 
    “Oh, it doesn’t. When I learned it… Oh, a very long time ago now… I can’t actually recall when, but back then we used blood magic for everything. Now I can summon power from within for it, which is much less messy. I mentioned that to you, Nico?” 
 
    That had the man nodding. 
 
    “You did. I have to admit, it sounded a bit like a tale, at the time. A game, perhaps.” 
 
    She gestured at the door of their shared chamber. 
 
    “I’ll be back in some moments? Anders can put this in his memory, I have to think, and work on it as he wills. We won’t be too long.” 
 
    The man seemed fine with that, even if it sounded as if she was planning to spend time with him alone, in his room. A thing that Anders wasn’t going to allow to happen. Not in a way that would allow too close of contact between them. 
 
    Depak Sona hesitated at the portal, as if not certain if he was duty bound to go away, or to attend his youthful seeming friend. At the door, Anders waved him in. 
 
    Then he turned to Mistress Belford and spoke, not letting her think up a lie, if she hadn’t yet. 
 
    “You’re… Anarra, as well?” 
 
    The woman made a hard face at him then. 
 
    “No? Is she around here, then? I haven’t seen her in… Oh, hundreds of years. We don’t get along that well.” She let her nose twitch, then sighed. “She was once, my greatest friend. Then she tried to kill the man I loved. Dorrow. Well, to be fair, it wasn’t her, personally. It was her son, Kai. He fancied me at the time, I think and when I didn’t want to be bothered with an insane horror with the broken mind of my friend inside of him, he lashed out, trying to destroy my world.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Forgive me. That was long ago. You wish to know of shape changing? It truly isn’t that hard. You’ll want to memorize this, however. It’s very different than the way you do… Well, anything else, truly.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter ten 
 
      
 
    Anders had to stop the conversation several times, in an effort to understand what he was hearing well enough to put it in his memory. That part should have been simple, but the truth was that what Mistress Belford was teaching Depak and himself simply didn’t make sense. Not at first. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “I have to find the shape and feeling of what I want the flesh to become and…” 
 
    There was a nod from the woman. 
 
    “Exactly. Find the shape that is there, in its finest portion, then hold the new one that you wish, until the flesh changes to meet what you desire. It’s a slow process, if you wish for permanent alterations. Figure that changing a face to the point where it can’t be recognized will take someone like you about a third of a year.” She winked, then looked over at Depak. “You can manage it faster, of course, not being human in the first place. At least altering into your second form.” 
 
    She placed the words into the conversation easily, as if it were a thing that everyone there understood all about. That, being born a learna, Depak Sona naturally had such abilities, since all of his kind did. Clearly, if that was the case, no one had ever bothered to inform the man himself of that fact. 
 
    “Your pardon? I don’t understand.” He leaned in, smiling a bit, as if it might be a game the woman was playing. 
 
    Only, once she’d started teaching, even the mildest hint of flirtation, or even being pleasant, had vanished from her being totally. Her words were pointed, exacting and not a game, as far as Anders could tell. Still, Anders had to fight a wince. 
 
    Then took a breath, letting it all out slowly, before speaking. 
 
    “Did your father never mention how you were born?” 
 
    The man made a face and rolled his eyes, as if it were a game. 
 
    “Why yes, Anders. That he was with my mother and they had a child… I actually have that one down fairly well, believe it or not.” There was a dry tone to the words, but it was still a game to him. 
 
    Which was odd. 
 
    Anders tried again. 
 
    “You were designed to be a learna, when you were born. Instead of being like the others of that type we’ve heard about, or Saffron, who is your great niece, I think? Anyway, unlike that, you turned out being mainly human, so Depak raised you as his normal son. You’re clearly far more powerful than a normal man would be in magic, of course. Ganges never told you this?” That he’d mentioned that to Anders, first thing nearly, seemed suddenly off, given that. 
 
    The man grunted at him, and shook his head. 
 
    “Last year, he mentioned something like that. I’m not a learna, however.” 
 
    Now Mistress Belford nodded slowly, her face still and not grinning with glee at the man’s discomfort. 
 
    “That can’t actually happen, Depak. You look like a normal man, but were born in magic, designed to become a beast of incredible power, in your other form. Ganges should have instructed you in this, if it didn’t happen on its own at some point… Still, it’s clear that you hold that ability and while it might take some effort on your part, it’s a skill you can master that myself or Anders here simply couldn’t. I can alter my form, the aspect of my face, coloration and so forth, well enough that you wouldn’t recognize me, if I had enough time, or enough blood spilled to rush the process. Anders will always take longer to do such a thing. In at least that one form, whatever it is, you should be able to do so in no more than a day or two. Other alterations will be faster for you as well, most likely. If you work on it.” 
 
    The man seemed off, for a moment, as if it were big, life changing and altering information to be given. Anders, the boy himself, merely shrugged, and then winked at the man. 
 
    “You aren’t a different person. You just know a little more about yourself now. If, of course, Mistress Belford is correct. You should take a moment, then find out if this is true for you, or not? I see no reason to rush into it, unless your nerve might fail over it… Which… You’re the Great One of Barquea. I don’t think you get to allow that to happen.” 
 
    If nothing else it would be a poor example for the apprentices. 
 
    The man seemed to find a mental lemon, sucked on it, and then relaxed, some moments later. 
 
    “Right. Well, we should master this skill, if nothing else. It will really take Anders so long? That might not make it a useful talent…” 
 
    That was true enough, of course. For a moment he felt poorly over it too, since other, stronger people could, it seemed, do things that he couldn’t. Then, Farad pointed out to him that there were many people in the world who did things that he couldn’t. Some of them simply had talents that he could never master, no matter how hard he tried. Like having a child and giving birth. All women had that ability, in potential, but Anders never would. 
 
    He didn’t want to, but the idea was clear to him. There were many areas that had come easily to him, with the aid of Farad, but even at that, he wasn’t ever going to be as strong in magic as say, Depak, or Salina. Lissa either, though he thought that Salina was a good fifty percent stronger than her sister, by nature. The younger girl was making up for it with greater skill, however. She was also probably twice as powerful as he was that way. 
 
    Which, most days, didn’t make any real difference at all. Knowing that didn't leave him feeling better, but he didn’t let himself dwell on the idea. If shape changing was too slow to aid him, at least in a permanent fashion, he’d find another way. The current goal, hiding who Baret was, didn’t seem to be a thing he could do that way. Not for long. 
 
    Thinking, he nodded. 
 
    “I’ll memorize all of this and try to learn it, for the sake of being able to teach later, then? Learning to memorize the feel of things is probably valid as a skill, all on its own, even if I don’t gain a new ability from it. That doesn’t excuse you, Depak.” 
 
    There was an odd sense to the room for a moment, then Mistress Belford, seeming attractive in a quiet way, her face nice but not made up in any way at the moment, smiled gently. 
 
    “Well said. Now, we need to learn to lock the change into place. That… Will take a bit of discussion.” 
 
    It was hard to understand, and Anders thought he had it at the end, but wasn’t certain he could do it at all. The power needed for it was incredible. If he didn’t want to use magic from outside of himself for the process, which, at least if it was a price in blood or life he honestly didn’t, then Anders didn’t know of any way to do. Even limiting the waste of most magic would only do so much. 
 
    Shaking that off, he worked on placing it all in the hall of memories. After that, the lady stood and turned, giving Anders a small hug. 
 
    “Don’t let this bother you. Also, don’t let Depak not try it himself. He might well become a master of such things. At least if he applies himself.” 
 
    At that, with only a meaningful glance, she left his room, with Depak sighing and shaking his head. 
 
    “That… I’m too old to be learning new things about myself like this. If I was informed correctly, that is. I’m not certain she wouldn’t lie to me, as a distraction.” The man seemed certain of that point, for some reason. 
 
    Anders thought first, then nodded. 
 
    “As she flirts with me, to the same end? It’s less effective on the portion that was once Farad than the Anders bit of things, but it’s still there. If I were only Anders… She’d have wrapped me up in her web a year ago, if not longer. At least if one of the other court ladies hadn’t done it first.” After a moment he shook his head. “Then, if I was only Anders, I probably wouldn’t have been interesting enough to bother with at my age.” 
 
    The older man frowned then. 
 
    “You have that fine of ability in discerning between Farad and Anders?” 
 
     He nodded, wondering how young it must seem to the other man. 
 
    “Certainly. Not all the time, but on areas where we don’t agree too much, it’s simple enough to tell. The memories of Farad are part of me, but he’s also a second person, in my head. I am as well, even if I’m being clearly influenced by him.” There was a slightly sullen shrug. “To the better. I might not have become a man of magic or even war in any skillful fashion without his aid in discipline, but I always would have been a monster, or at least a horrible man. I know that I could be upset about the intrusion, but… I’m not certain I would be alive if he hadn’t been placed on me. Not just from the red fever, either.” 
 
    Looking down, Anders didn’t speak for a long time, when he did, he closed his eyes first. 
 
    Then he spoke in Istlan. Just to make it a bit harder to understand him, if there was a listener at the door or window. 
 
    “I’ve noticed that we don’t have clear orders from the Sula? I was asked to do many things by the man, in regards to a certain issue.” He meant Baret. Naturally. 
 
    Depak Sona looked at him, his eyes clear and dark brown. His face calm, but sad. 
 
    “I know. That wasn’t done by mistake. The truth is that this isn’t to be our decision, in the end. Not Sula Darian or even Naveed. I was surprised when Baret openly allowed that he’d made a mistake and understood what might be needed to prevent a war, long term. This… It wouldn’t have been the same, if you had done this, you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    It was a thing that had occurred to him before. 
 
    “If I’d done the same thing, you would have had to kill me. Not Darian. You. In a way that would focus Istlan on you, so that a war wouldn’t take place. That probably would require you to give up all you have, disown Barquea and move to Istlan first, then run, after I died.” He shrugged and smiled. “That or convince those there that I was possessed by an evil being, and that you didn’t kill me at all, only the being within?” 
 
    Depak actually laughed then. 
 
    “Or, and this is as likely, if not more so, we would have sent you home, and suffered the loss of life without mention of it, to avoid such a thing. Baret, he’s popular in certain areas. Not a man of the military, but one who studied their skills, openly. Not one climbing the ranks, but a man who spent time with his family and helped those around him, more than once. Lassa could be killed, outright, and should have been, when he’d gone for you. Baret… He doesn’t have the same backing that you have, for all the Sula is his father. It’s made this situation incredibly perilous.” 
 
    Anders got that idea, and tightened his jaw, frustrated. 
 
    “Indeed. Every move is wrong. Killing him will anger powerful people. Leaving him alive will do the same for others. Setting him up in an exile where he does real work, and is never allowed to come back… That might be the best path, but the fearful will always wonder if he might return, in his bitterness about being sent away in the first place.” 
 
    The old man, an aura of age and exhaustion, suddenly coming over him, slumped for a moment. 
 
    “So, what do we do in such a case?” 
 
    Anders thought for a moment, then tilted his head, since the idea he had wasn’t going to be easy to explain. Then, Depak Sona was clearly a very clever man. 
 
    “What if we do… All of it? We kill him, in an execution, but show him also leaving to exile, taking to sea, but also moving to Yanse, and also to Istlan? It won’t make anyone happy, but no one will be able to trust what they think they know, if we do it right. Maybe we killed him. Maybe he took his own life? Perhaps he traveled to another land? All will be equal…” 
 
    Depak stopped for a moment, made a face that spoke about how stupid the idea was, then, slowly, rolled his eyes and frowned. 
 
    “The horrible part of that is, when I say it won’t work, because people will believe what they want… I keep seeing how what they wish for will be there already, for them.” 
 
    He nodded back. 
 
    “It’s not a great plan, truly. Except that, if we make the illusion seem real, no one will know what the truth is or not. We just have to make certain that people with armies and forces don’t go after the Sula over it, using the impenetrable fog as a reason to attack.” 
 
    A thing that, clearly, they couldn’t do. 
 
    Rather than give the new plan up, Depak closed his eyes, clearly thinking. After about twenty minutes, he whispered, in Istlan. 
 
    “Can you make an illusion that will fool everyone? One of Baret, being executed? We need that by morning. We’ll leave after that. We also need to hide the actual boy…” 
 
    It wouldn’t be simple, but Anders thought about what would truly be needed. 
 
    Then he answered. 
 
    “At first light. I need to work now.” The evening would be a long one, and already had been. 
 
    Depak nodded. 
 
    “I’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    Anders hoped so, since there was only so much he was going to be able to truly do. He needed an illusion of Baret that was realistic on a level that he’d never managed before, which would, at least enough to work, have to truly live. To move in response to various factors, instantly. Which would take Anders being right there, to make happen. Also, at least twenty new spell components. 
 
    The work, even with the new tricks, was brutal, since he had to get it right, without testing it, there in his room, where he might be observed doing it. 
 
    At the same time, he needed a single, highly effective, spell that would allow him to make Baret vanish. More to the point, be very hard to bother paying attention to. That was a skill he could perform in regards to himself, but he’d never placed it on anyone else, while not doing that on himself. All of this would be needed to happen at the same time. 
 
    Meaning, if he wasn’t going to fail, he had to reduce what things could go wrong. That meant his illusion needed to be perfect, and Baret needed to be right there, unnoticed, but also in a disguise that wouldn’t easily be seen through. 
 
    A new set of clothing, that would seem humble, with a hood or large hat, could work. No one there wore that kind of thing, however. 
 
    Except the executioner, who wore a full hood. 
 
    That was only one of the several designs that Anders considered. It was clever, but, while he designed an illusion for it, he doubted it was going to work out that way. Dressing him as a woman with a veil made more sense. The trick there was that, while that kind of thing was known there, a single person covering their face would stand out. 
 
    If he had more time, Anders would have gotten Salina to show up with twenty of her sisters doing that, in protest, or for some other reason. Possibly simple fashion. Doing that in six hours wasn’t going to work at all. Not that he couldn’t do that kind of thing, if it was needed. 
 
    In the end, even if it was a risk, Anders simply worked up a disguise, using illusion, as well as a simple compulsion, which would hopefully have Baret working on his side, while he was being executed. It would work better if they could speak first, but… 
 
    Anders had that one, he realized. 
 
    Meaning that, an hour before first light, he used a new word that meant Baret, and spoke, directly to his ear. 
 
    “Baret? Do not react. Are you up for the day, as of yet? If so, move around a bit, as if getting ready for lessons.” 
 
    The boy yawned loudly. 
 
    “Time to stretch.” There were some other exercises then, which Anders decided was the boy playing along. 
 
    “Good. You’re going to be executed, in about an hour. I’m going to come to get you, myself. You’ll need to move back, behind the back wall drapery, while I bring out the illusion of you. I’ll make it so no one can notice you, and that you look like one of the guards.” 
 
    There would be an extra guard, of course. That couldn’t be helped. 
 
    Unless he brought them with him, and substituted Baret for one. 
 
    “You’ll be one of the guards with me, so be ready to move and act that way. Then we march out and the illusion of you will be beheaded. That will mean there’s no body… We need for that to be handled. I’ll… Let me see if I can do that? Then you’ll hold to your act, as we leave. Probably sent away, with Depak. We’re getting on the ship in a few days. Once we leave here… You can never be Baret again. Pick a new name?” 
 
    There was no answer, but then, there shouldn’t be. Talking to the room would alert the guards. 
 
    Anders figured that the plan wouldn’t truly work, since too many things could go wrong. At the same time Farad was considering a different thought. 
 
    “We don’t have to be believed, not by everyone. Just enough to distract everyone from reality.” 
 
    He spoke to himself, then stopped, and actually worked on an improved illusion of guards, both about the size of Baret. They also had large full beards and a certain common look that would make it hard to recall who they were, later. They didn’t seem old, however. Like brothers, but no more than the age Baret himself was. 
 
    His clothing was placed all in white. That was linen, stiff and sturdy, with no adornment. White was the color of death in Barquea, so the guards were placed in the same outfits. When he walked out into the early morning light, the whole plan had to be changed, since Baret was already outside, being marched over to the execution block, ten large men surrounding him. All of them were real, as well. 
 
    Tensing, Anders noticed that Baret seemed… Resigned, and not afraid. 
 
    Worse, a hundred or so people stood to the side. The Sula. His wives and many of their family. Apprentice Lissa, and Apprentice Salina were standing close to that core group already. 
 
    Depak was to the side, over by Rashid, seeming closed down, as Anders walked up, not at all certain what he was supposed to do. He had what was needed, but putting it into play in that moment was going to be difficult, if not impossible. 
 
    Which, he realized, might be Depak’s plan. This way, Anders could fail, and Baret die, without there being a battle over it. A conflict that wasn’t going to happen, even if he had to kill the former prince himself. He liked him well enough, but they weren’t close. The issue there was that, while he understood that he wasn’t going to fight with what the Sula wished, Depak had often seemed skeptical of him over similar things in the past. When Lassa had been put down, Depak, Salina and Lissa had all showed up, to fight him, if he tried to save the evil boy. 
 
    As if he weren’t a hardened killer. 
 
    Still, he’d been given orders, so if it was supposed to be a trick, that wasn’t going to work. He and the illusionary guards walked over to Lissa, where he gave her a hug. 
 
    “I heard that Baret is being executed? Or, really, I haven’t heard that at all, but I have eyes… What’s happening?” He took her hand, which wasn’t normal for them. He meant it as a sign, but she didn’t seem to get it. 
 
    At least she just held him back. 
 
    “Father said this was always the plan. They just didn't want to cause Baret worry, while he waited for the day to come.” She cried, which was real seeming. 
 
    Salina however, noticed the white clad guards. She pointed a bit, with just a slightly raised finger. 
 
    “You hired men? Why?” 
 
    Anders looked around, then glared at the girl. It was enough that Lissa, who was still holding on to his hand, noticed it. She seemed baffled, if only for a moment. 
 
    Her voice was scared. 
 
    “Anders?” 
 
    He tightened. 
 
    “I’ve gotten word that someone is going to try and rescue Baret. It might be the executioner, so we need to replace him. This man here, the one on the left, was paid to do the job, but we have to change what’s happening, without anyone noticing. I don’t know how to do it. Depak Sona set this in motion, so…” He left that hanging there, speaking in Scara, so everyone standing near him could hear the plan. 
 
    Anders was insulting the good will of the real executioner, of course, so closed his eyes, and gave a head shake. Then spoke up a bit. 
 
    “We… What I heard was that a powerful magic user might influence the man. No one paid him or corrupted him in a fair manner. This isn’t his will, but… How do we correct for that? I could do it myself, I suppose.” He tried to seem cold and hard in his words, instead of angry. As if he didn’t really care. 
 
    Which, nicely enough, he honestly didn’t. Not Anders. Farad quailed, worried he had failed the former prince, in a way that would lead to his death. 
 
    His words had an interesting effect, since Salina turned on him, and started to hit him, screaming almost incoherently. 
 
    “How dare you impugn any of us here, you, you… interloper!” Drawing her hand back, muttering, she slapped at him, the blow picking him up, sending him flying through the air, exactly far enough to send him crashing into Baret, who was standing with his hands bound, next to the block used for chopping heads off. The energy of the move had been perfectly set, in fact, which was good work on Salina’s part. He thought he could have done the same thing, but the truth was Anders also knew he might have failed at it. 
 
    Anders managed to roll, which was useful, given they were on slightly uneven paving stones. It still hurt, but as he connected with Baret, he muttered two new words at nearly the same time. The first was the harder one, since he had to replace the boy in place, wearing the correct clothing. That was harder, since someone had dressed him in rather fine green silk garments with short sleeves and golden embroidery on the front in the shape of a dragon. Anders thought that was the case, at least. He hadn’t really gotten a chance to examine it. 
 
    Still, he went for the goal, attempting not to make the substitution too obvious. 
 
    “Barannast Fen. Barrana noth fen ot…” 
 
    He nearly blacked out, not from a sudden lack of energy, but from striking his head on the ground, having been too distracted to tuck his chin properly. Still, he hung on and stood up, with his mind fully focused on Baret, who was still on the ground, his hands tied in front of him with stout ropes. 
 
    Glaring at Salina, secretly pleased with her brilliance, Anders shook his head, rubbed at the knot there and moved away, with his guards and a somewhat invisible, or at least hard to notice, former prince. Fortunately, Rashid moved over then, his voice low. The man didn’t look that old, his dark skin smooth and wrinkle free, but his hair both long and a pale white. He was in brown robes, which seemed very monk-like, to Anders. Like a longer version of what Farad recalled living in for the first portion of his life. 
 
    The voice was smooth, but louder than was natural. Amplified in some fashion by magic. 
 
    “Former Prince, Barethinian Clennot Domost Eta set in motion the death of over two hundred people in Modroc, who had done nothing wrong to earn such, during a time of peace. He also, with full knowledge, started actions which could have led to the deaths of several members of the royal family. The claim, that he was doing it only to uncover plotters against the throne has been tested and is the truth.” The man paused then, waiting for the collected people there to gasp. 
 
    Which actually happened, everyone playing along nicely. Anders shook his head, which was ringing still from the impact against the ground. 
 
    Rashid continued, seeming sad. As if his puppy were being put to death for being sickly. 
 
    “Even with that, we must not allow anyone, no matter how well liked, to kill members of the royal family, or attempt to. To that end, he is to be put to death. Do you have any last words, Barethinian?” 
 
    Depak swallowed, staring at Anders, who was busily looking over at Salina, as if he plotted dire revenge for her unprovoked assault and unkind words toward him. What he didn’t do was look at the illusion of Baret, who spoke, his voice identical to the real one. That particular man was standing behind him, close enough for Anders to notice his breath, even while hiding his thoughts and presence from everyone else. 
 
    The seeming bowed his head. 
 
    “I understand that I did the wrong thing. I meant well, but that can’t always be enough. Please, all of you, allow this to be a lesson, so that we don’t have to go through this again, in another ten years? I don’t want to die. It’s just better for me to do so now, than for a million to die in a war over this. Know this, I am afraid! I don’t want to go! But this is also my doing. Not just for being a fool, but in that I, personally, demanded of my father that this happen. Only I, the guilty, should suffer for my actions. So, cut my head off and burn the body until even ashes don’t remain, so that we can avoid a foolish war.” The boy, tears in his eyes, but standing straight and proud, closed his eyes briefly. Then shook, but only a bit. Like anyone might, if they were about to die. “Naveed… Brother… Anders… Friend… I am truly sorry. I never meant it to go the way it did.” 
 
    Then, tied up or not, he moved in a bit clumsily, laid his own head on the chopping block and waited. The executioner… Froze. He was a large man, in a black hood, so that no one would blame him later for what had to be done, but his over large curved sword didn’t fall. People started to notice it taking too long, as well. Finally, Baret looked up from the block, his head lifting to stare at the man. 
 
    “You act as my hand in this. Strike swift and hard. This is the right thing. I must beg you to stop a war. Please?” 
 
    Then, after resetting himself, the big man did strike, crying out, as if in pain, as he did it. A thing which was odd. Anders felt a surge of energy, as his magic slowed the metal of the blade, not stopping it, but giving resistance he hoped felt correct. 
 
    The head came away, and rolled once, stopping, the mouth moving just a bit, as if the boy was talking. The mouth couldn’t speak, but the word formed was a simple one. Sorry. 
 
    Then, in a move that took real illusion and more skill than he felt he had, Anders matched the illusion to what Salina did, in seeming anger, pointing a delicate finger at the body and then flinging it with a simple spell. 
 
    “Hom fla fen!” She sounded upset. Enough that Anders wasn’t certain she was faking it. 
 
    Then she uttered some calmer words, and forced a pyre of fire to light that rose straight into the air, at least twenty paces. There was nothing to burn, so Anders had to make the body seem to do that, adding in the proper sounds as well. A popping, hissing and at one point an explosion. Also, the scent of cooked, burning, pig. 
 
    That reminded him that he was hungry, having missed breakfast. It probably wasn’t going to be forth coming, either. Not with the fact that he really needed to leave the palace as soon as possible, before Baret manage to get caught or noticed. 
 
    Salina, panting, screamed after some minutes. The effort of the thing was vast, on a level that Anders doubted he could have done half of, but she didn’t make it go on forever. The white-hot flames were real though, and when she ended them, the body was totally gone. As asked for, there wasn’t even ash. Then she cried, sinking to her knees. 
 
    “Damn you.” She hissed the words. “Damn you brother. You were supposed to be the best of us!” 
 
    Everyone stood there for a while, not moving, as Anders held his remaining illusions and Baret behind him, invisible to the masses. 
 
    After some time, he waved at the two hired men with him. 
 
    “Thank you both. We have this, now. We’ll meet at the ship, at the northern port, in two days. You don’t need to be here for the rest of this.” 
 
    He was nearly silent, speaking only to them. Both men nodded, then, rather smartly, turned and left. Their bearing suggested they’d been in the military at one point. A thing that Lissa noticed. He hadn’t realized it, but the girl had come to stand next to him, and took his hand again, for comfort. 
 
    “Anders? We… Should go.” It was clear that she meant leave the spot of death, but he nodded. 
 
    “Agreed. We still need to get to Yanse and deliver Prince Darren to Istlan and then bring people back here for the wedding. This… It’s weighing on my soul. Forgive me.” 
 
    Depak moved over to him, and patted him on the back. Then, even if he was supposed to be upset with Salina, Anders walked over to her and put his arms out. That allowed her to hug him. A thing that wasn’t broken for a long time. 
 
    Finally, sobbing in his ear, she spoke. 
 
    “He lives?” 
 
    Anders took a deep, shuddering breath. 
 
    “He’s literally one foot behind me.” 
 
    Then, not breaking the act, they collected their belongings, all of them for Anders, and as a group left the palace, under the cloud of the recent death. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter eleven 
 
      
 
    They traveled in several wagons, for half a day. It wasn’t as if they had vast amounts of objects with them, but Anders intended to purchase things for the trip, as they moved toward the port city. You could buy things there, but that was always more expensive. He thought it was because they knew that they were the last stop before you were trapped on the ocean. So, costly, at least for the sort of items he wanted, such as fresh and preserved food and barrels of wine, hard cider and other drinks. 
 
    That was what he told the others, at least. Salina glared at him for the first hours, as Lissa seemed concerned and a bit sad. Depak Sona was locked down and hard of aspect, at the same time. The drivers just did their work, not asking too many questions. 
 
    It was just them and Lethwin, who was nearly silent the whole time. At least that anyone could see. 
 
    The man was younger than Anders would have guessed, never having met the fellow before. He looked to be about twenty, and while a nice deep tan, the man was short, and slightly round through the face. His clothing was nice, but plain, showing he was from wealth, without it being special in particular. He was in deep red, with black boots. No one there even asked who he was, either knowing, or not caring, in particular. 
 
    Baret was in the same wagon as Anders, sitting in the very back. Being constantly held invisible to the minds of those they passed. It was work, doing that, holding the magic and mental state that allowed a person to remain unnoticed, while doing anything else of note. Anders had to do that however, so he didn’t seem constantly distracted. As time passed, it became harder. Much more than holding the same thing over himself would have been. 
 
    It was mind numbing, while also requiring he not let his guard down at any point. 
 
    “We should stop in town here, if we can? We need to get some provisions. I was thinking we could make an inn, if we can find an empty spot along the road?” His voice was soft. Youthful seeming. 
 
    That was due to the meditation he was doing, not fear or worry, but it worked for that as well. Salina turned and sneered at him. A thing he saw was clearly an act and overdone, even for her. Everything she’d done that day had been, which was a thing to work on, later. It could come up in the future, after all. 
 
    Depak nodded, riding ahead of him in the first wagon. 
 
    “Let’s do that? You aren’t wrong, the prices will be better down here, even with the rent on the wagons.” 
 
    He struggled to manage everything, since he had to get what they needed correctly, while hiding Baret. At the same time, he had to haggle at the various shops, to get the best price possible. It was too much for him to do all of that and to cover Baret at the same time. Thankfully, the man held to him, standing behind him, to his right, constantly. It meant that the hour and a half they needed in the small brown and tan town wasn’t as difficult as it could have been. 
 
    He had help, but loaded up the rear two wagons first, leaving places to sit for everyone, plus a few people, without it being too obvious. He hoped so, at least. The others were in the front, when they left, with Lethwin guarding the back for them. Unarmed, but the man was a good worker, it seemed, being willing to do more than his portion of things, without even being asked. 
 
    Indeed, Anders noted that the man had tried to do most of the loading work alone. That didn’t take place, everyone else helping, including Lissa, the smallest one there, but the effort had been there, which was impressive. 
 
    He rode in a haze, until they stopped near a clearing, in a swath of green, with water trying to pool near the road. 
 
    That was cleaned up, the water drawn away, with Lissa making a hill for the inn and outbuildings to be placed on, and Salina doing the buildings themselves. There was a small house in the back, for whoever ran the place to stay, eventually. Anders thought that was the point. He made a filtered collection well, and then, as Depak gave him an annoyed look, made manual pumps, and put water inside the dwelling. That meant fancy facilities for other things as well, and a cistern on the roof of the four-story building. 
 
    Then he did the same for the house in the back, and created nice furniture inside of it. There was a lot of wood fiber to use for that, so nice beds with spring-like fibers instead of feathers were used, with the whole place being left looking rich, even compared to the various palaces he’d stayed in. 
 
    He waved to the drivers. 
 
    “You three can use this place? Tell me if you find yourself needing anything that I didn’t think of?” 
 
    Lethwin seemed puzzled, but grabbed his own things, to move into the small place with the drivers. 
 
    Anders shook his head. 
 
    “You’re with us, Lethwin. I need to decorate in here as well. Then we need to get a meal ready for everyone.” 
 
    The man seemed confused, but nodded anyway. 
 
    “Yes, Prince Andros. I’m not much of a cook, but I can roast things and make simple flat bread?” 
 
    It took a moment for Anders to get the idea. Lethwin, a servant by birth, thought he was there for such a purpose, not traveling as a dignitary, which had been far closer to what Anders had been thinking. Not that there was anything wrong with being helpful. 
 
    “I have that portion, actually. Cooking? Most of your time will be spent in lessons. Languages and magic.” He readied himself to convince the man that he could learn that kind of thing, even if he’d been told he wasn’t talented when it came to certain things, but noticed the man furrowing his brow. 
 
    “Lessons, Prince Andros?” 
 
    Abstractly, Anders nodded. 
 
    “Yes. Mistress Belford requested that for you. It will make you far more valuable in the north than being a servant would. Even if you choose to do that kind of thing, a magical servant will have more of a place. Being able to speak openly to people will be useful as well.” 
 
    There was a slow nod, but the man’s chin came up, proudly. 
 
    “I can’t afford such things.” 
 
    The conversation was being overheard, with Salina walking over, pretending to be upset with Anders still. They were standing outside, so it was probably needful, in case spies were about. Her voice softened though, when she looked at Lethwin. 
 
    “I’m going to be teaching you. Magic, at least. Languages as well, probably.” She glared at Anders again, but then forced a smile for the smaller man.  
 
    That he was shorter than Anders was interesting, but not that telling. He’d grown a bit, over the last half year or so. 
 
    “Come with me and we’ll begin. I’m not…” She shook her head. Then glanced at Anders again. “I’m sorry I knocked you down, earlier. I was worked up, but that wasn’t fitting of either a princess or a Great One. Forgive me?” She sounded petulant, which was wrong for the moment. 
 
    Still, he could work with it. 
 
    “Of course. That was difficult for us all. Let me see to the furnishings for this inn?” It took an hour, then he made food for everyone, from the supplies he had, simply cooking, instead of using magic for it. 
 
    The whole thing was done in a daze, holding himself mentally still, protecting Baret the whole time. When he had food on the table, the service a bit simple, with everything being heaped in bowls, and lacking warmed towels for hands and face, the drivers came to get their portion, along with some wine and then retired to the nicer house in the back, seeming very humble about the whole thing, once they noticed that the high types weren’t taking the best for themselves that night. 
 
    After they left, before the food was being eaten, Depak Sona sighed. 
 
    “Did it work, Anders?” 
 
    He nodded, and waved at Baret, dropping the magic that was holding him as too boring to notice. He was dressed as he had been earlier, in green silk, with a golden phoenix on the front. Anders saw that as the others gasped. 
 
    “A phoenix? I put a dragon on the illusion. That’s going to have been noticed.” He tightened, since it was a rather large mistake to have made. He’d been pressed at the time, but that didn’t alter the situation. 
 
    Depak smiled and covered his lips, on seeing the former prince. Lissa gasped and Salina nudged Lethwin with her elbow. Her voice was playful at least. 
 
    “He has to take lessons as well. In the evenings. You’re hiding him during the day, Anders? That worked well, I have to admit. I couldn’t find him at all, even after you told me he was right there. I’d wondered if you’d lied about it, to be honest. That illusion was perfect. I didn’t… I’d thought it was you dying, Baret.” 
 
    There was a laugh, which sounded a bit hollow from the man. 
 
    “I’d wondered as well and I was me the whole time. They marched me out and… well, I’d thought that it was, you know, real. Anders spoke in my ear and told me the real plan, but we were supposed to meet in my room?” 
 
    Anders, free to think now, nodded. 
 
    “That was my fault. We didn’t have time to plan well enough and should have been communicating more closely. Taking action like that at the last moment… Well, it comes up, but we should do better. Thankfully Salina saved the whole thing.” 
 
    Baret made a face, but sat easily enough in the Istlan style chair at the table. 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    Anders nodded, slowly, locking eyes with the man. 
 
    “She did. When she tossed me over to you, so I could make the substitution like that? I couldn’t have asked for better at that moment, given we hadn’t been able to talk about matters at all. You were reading my mind?” 
 
    That got the pretty woman to shrug, then grin. 
 
    “I was reading Naveed, to be honest. He knew more of the plan than I did, so figured out what was needed. Not tossing you over like that, but there were only so many people available there who could have done that without facing punishment for it at the moment. He was about to make up some reason to come and push you in that direction, Anders. No one would have believed that though. Bratty Salina acting up just seemed correct to many there.” She didn’t seem happy about that, but Baret stood, rounded the table and hugged her. 
 
    “Thank you then, Sister! So, I’m free now? Not Baret any longer, but…” He glanced at the others, who nodded, except for Lethwin. That man ducked his head down, and then shook it, slowly. 
 
    “I understand that you, that we, are rescuing Prince Baret, but not the rest of this. Am I allowed to know? He… Could take my place, then I could be sent off… or put to death? Is that my place here?” There was a hardness to the man, as if that made any sense at all. Also a willingness to do it, if that turned out to be the case. 
 
    Anders shook his head. Then tilted it. 
 
    “You know, if you don’t mind becoming someone else? You’re here in your own right, but we could set up Baret that way, and you could, perhaps, move into a different location, say in Yanse?” It wasn’t needed at all, but Depak blinked, then a bit later started to nod. 
 
    “There are problems with that, but… That could work. No one in the north will know who is who. If both of you can use languages by then, that will also throw things off. The only problem with that is that you’d lose your identity that way, Lethwin. We can’t ask you to lose that, just to protect Baret.” 
 
    The young former prince looked down, then nodded. 
 
    “Agreed. That is too much to ask of anyone. Still, I can invent a new person well enough. I need to change my look somehow. Makeup, and new clothing?” 
 
    Anders was about to admit to his failure to learn how to change people permanently, when Lissa, still going back and forth between gushing at her still living relative and fear over the future, finally shrugged and managed to relax. 
 
    “Dress in common clothing, and change your hair, skin and eye color? Nothing too massive to start with. Brown hair instead of black? Lighter eyes, and skin? Do you have enough of magic to do that yet, on your own?” 
 
    Depak actually, for the first time since Anders had been back, if not ever, smiled at Baret. 
 
    “He does, in fact. That doesn’t explain why we have a new person with us, however.” 
 
    Anders had that one ready to go, at least. 
 
    “We have two guards set to meet us when we go onto the ship. Illusions. If only one of them shows up, we can go with that, I think? I trust the men of the Sea Leopard to keep to the story we give them. I mean, they’ll sell that for coin to anyone offering and might even speak of what they notice, but we can control for that. Especially if we find a way to increase the coin going to Enna and the men. We can all work on that, of course. Try not to kill any of the men, but if you have to, do it openly and use magic for it.” He smiled, but that was to put people at their ease, not to say his words weren’t real. 
 
    Depak wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “The last time we were on that ship, Anders had to fight one of the men, using no magic at all. He won. Barely. The man had taken coin from him. So, guard your things and if you don’t want to be used as a bed toy, be ready to protect yourself that way, as well. Men at sea can be… A bit different than…” 
 
    Salina snorted. 
 
    “We just came from a remote Army base. Even Lissa, youthful as she is, was asked to warm the beds of different men there, daily. Even the last day we both were. Then, they weren’t pirates. Those of the Sea Leopard are, if I recall the story there?” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “Exactly. They, well, saying they aren’t bad would be a lie. The trick there is that they respect magic, and if we put a good show on, early, we’ll only have to refuse them entry to our beds with polite words and some light stabbing. Go armed, constantly.” 
 
    Lethwin seemed frightened, which Anders didn’t understand, at first. Salina got it and explained, being kind that way. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll have enough magic to get along without fear there. We have some days. He’s already learned the first ten hand signs. Even that would make you a force to be wary of in combat. You’ve had magical training before?” 
 
    There was a bob of the head then, his face guarded. 
 
    “A bit, Princess Salina. Nico, my friend, he taught me the way of the wizard, and his wife showed me how to make some potions and use various herbs. I’m no expert at either thing, but I have that learning.” He bobbed, sitting and looked at his still full plate. 
 
    That reminded Anders to start eating, himself. It was fine enough food, if not as good as it could have been. Instead of frowning, Anders simply noted the lack and decided to work harder, at the next meal. They could have spoken into the night, or done shows for entertainment, but broke up, heading to various rooms, the front door to the inn locked, but the whole place being left unsecured, otherwise. 
 
    Meaning Anders shrugged. 
 
    “I’ll sleep down here, so anyone coming in will kill me first? That should give the rest of you a chance to wake up and mount a resistance. I’ll scream and moan piteously, if that happens?” He wouldn’t, but making fun of himself made light of the danger they were in. 
 
    Which, truly, wasn’t going to be assassins. Not that night. The biggest real threats would be spies. That, of course, would likely be Lethwin, if anyone there was going to have that profession. Anders doubted that, but as they went off to their rooms, the short fellow ducked his head, in what was almost a bow. 
 
    “I should stay here as well? I can’t truly fight. Not more than most, but I can cry out if anyone come for us?” He swallowed, nervous for some reason. 
 
    Anders shook his head. 
 
    “Not tonight. We’ll take turns on the ship, so ready yourself for that. It will mainly be Lissa and Salina doing that, along with myself, but we can’t truly know what will come that way. Thank you for offering, however.” 
 
    The man, still awkward seeming, left the room then, heading up the stairs, to the room chosen for him. For his part, Anders used a spell that changed the benches and chairs in the front space into a padded bench, large enough for him to curl up on. It wasn’t truly comfortable, and he woke every few hours, to look around, standing in place to check for spies or attack, but other than some ants, who wanted food rather badly, no threats were presented to his wizard’s sense. 
 
    The whole thing meant that he was up before the true sun, having food ready, changing it with magic, to improve it, learning several new words to that end. That had a set table, instead of a pile of hand-held items to eat, with rich foods that were normally the kind of thing seen on festival days, back in Istlan. Egg bread with whipped butter and a thin apple sauce topping, with poached hen eggs, and sweet rolls that, frankly, Anders had only had a few times in his own life. The spiced and sugared swirls were so fine and rich that even the King of Istlan didn’t eat such things most days. 
 
    Certainly not when traveling. 
 
    He nearly threw it all away, or at least transformed it into fruit and porridge, when everyone else rose for the day, Depak having motivated them, and apparently arranging for Baret to dress himself in clothing identical to Lethwin’s outfit, with lighter hair, a brown that was almost blond in places, and lighter tan skin that had hints of gold to it. 
 
    The eyes were actually green, but not impressively so. Otherwise, he was Baret, but to a casual observer, he truly would look different enough to fool most in a description. Instead of pointing out that Anders had to hide him all day anyway, he simply narrowed his eyes, before anyone else walked to the eating table near the front, and spoke gently, pointing at himself, in several places. 
 
    He still had to focus to match Baret exactly enough, and probably didn’t make it, perfectly, not being able to see himself. 
 
    “Nisk li wol, li wor, vorus mergen, fen. Shaba wor, li wol, fen. Emblis vert, fen.” That changed his own coloration, and a bit of hand waving had him in a dark blue version of what Baret was in. 
 
    Grinning, the former prince matched him, even if it was very plain seeming. 
 
    Depak didn’t even comment, simply tilting his head, and then settling at the table. 
 
    Seeing what was there, he smiled. 
 
    “A fine repast! Is it a holy day in Istlan?” The words were polite, instead of baffled or upset. 
 
    Then, the food looked good. It smelled that way as well. Lissa and Salina came into the room, with the three drivers poking their heads in, seeming sheepish, as if they weren’t going to be invited in for the meal. 
 
    Anders slapped up a spell over Baret, making him invisible to their minds, before they could tell who was there, totally. He hoped that was the case. Lethwin came out, with his pack, ready to move, but smiling on seeing the food. 
 
    “For Tensin? I didn’t know we were going to be celebrating such, traveling as we are. I don’t have any proper gifts for anyone.” He seemed sad about that, and slightly embarrassed. 
 
    Depak smiled. 
 
    “Truly, neither do I. I wasn’t even aware it was Tensin. We should keep the celebration small, after the execution yesterday. I should shave my head again, for the loss of a family member.” 
 
    Anders could see that being important. Plus, if they all walked around with no hair, it would confuse things. Salina made a face though. 
 
    “If you do it, then I need to. I’m just now able to brush my hair again, after Lassa. I’ll do it, for Baret, and the others, but… No, we should do that. Vanity can’t come before family.” 
 
    Anders was fine with that as an idea, but Lissa shook her head. 
 
    The girl sounded matter of fact, instead of upset about losing her hair. 
 
    “There are exemptions for that, while traveling, or in foreign lands. We’ll be expected to have hair there, so we should, lest we give offense. This looks lovely, Prince Anders. Thank you for remembering the day for us. I should learn to cook, as well.” 
 
    That didn't seem to be her real plan, but Anders nodded, holding the man sitting next to him as too boring to look at. Even Lethwin, who glanced that way a few times, didn’t bring up the fact that the other man there wasn’t, any longer. That was, Anders decided, rather impressive of him. He personally might have gotten the need to hold his tongue in time, if it were him, if he were helped by Farad. 
 
    Lethwin had done it on his own, pushing into the needed act, without being told to even try. 
 
    They all ate with good appetite, which was needed, even if in mourning for a family member who had died the day before. Rather nobly, now that Anders thought about it. Probably a bit too much so, really. The speech had been like a thing from a tale, instead of what a real boy would have said, given he was about to die. That and the dragon both were telling, he had to think. 
 
    Meaning some people would be guessing it wasn’t real. 
 
    No one was after them yet, to see what they were getting up to. Not that he could determine. Wizardry was hard to fool, but people spent a lot of time working out how to get that done, it seemed. At least in certain groups of people. Farmers probably didn’t work that hard to avoid the gaze of that sort of magic user, now that he thought about it for a moment. 
 
    Barrel makers either. 
 
    There was conversation over the rest of the meal, as Anders worked, using magic and his mind to guard against watchers, in several ways. Then, using magic, Lissa tidied the place up, as everyone got their packs and set out for the day. 
 
    They were on an improved road, which Anders had worked on himself, nearly two years before. It was still holding well enough, he noticed. Not perfectly so, since even packed earth would wear under the traffic of foot and hard wheel. Being careful not to leave Baret open, he fixed the small ruts and holes that had formed as they rode, taking the front wagon, as Salina ran Lethwin, and even if she didn't know it, Baret, through basic Istlan. She wasn’t perfectly smooth in her delivery, but her guidance using memory techniques was actually done well enough that Anders didn’t bother to correct her in it. 
 
    Over the course of hours, she led the men through hundreds of words. Each took about a third of a minute to drive home, but would be recalled at a very high level, later. 
 
    Then they had to stop in a small town, to purchase more supplies, these mainly being gifts for various people, such as small blades and other unique tools, as well as fancier foods, since it was a festival day there. People still sold them things, however, and there was music being played in the square as they purchased what they wanted. 
 
    On the road again, still working to smooth the way, Anders was taken by surprise when they reached the port there. It had actually taken them longer than the other trips there had, since they weren’t in a hurry at all, but he’d lost himself in the magic and meditation being done. For once it wasn’t that he was pressing himself to exhaustion, either. He was fine that way, letting only a small trickle of magic come out, if constantly. It was the focus it took to keep Baret hidden that was at issue. 
 
    A thing that, clearly, he needed to make a simple spell for. One that would hold, without him being in a trance. He’d thought about it, some days before, then not done it at all. Which, given he could do that in a few minutes, meant that he was, truly, the fool that he’d always suspected. 
 
    Farad chuckled in his head, when he considered that portion of his existence. 
 
    “Ah, I fear that is simply the true way of the world, Anders. It will always be simpler to have the good idea than to apply it.” 
 
    He didn’t mean to speak out loud, and indeed, it came as a whisper, so while several people looked at him, no one asked why he’d suddenly lost his mind, which clearly, he had. 
 
    There was no way to explain, either, but he used his new memory technique and in ten minutes had the bones of the new spell he wanted. That was muttered, and he looked around, dropping his trance state, slowly, as they pulled up to an inn. It wasn’t the one there he’d stayed in before, but seemed fine, if not as nice as what they could have made for themselves. If there had been room for it there. Inside the city itself, it was possible, but he wasn’t going to purchase any land there, just yet. So, the Big Fish was going to be their home for a few days, while they waited. It was the Merith Ala, in Scara, but that meant Big Fish. There was an inn of that name at almost every port Anders had ever been to, for some reason. 
 
    Freeing up some coin, he passed it to Depak Sona, who, interestingly, passed that to Lethwin. 
 
    The former servant nodded, as if the move only made sense. 
 
    “The drivers and myself will need to sleep with the wagons, to protect them?” 
 
    Anders nodded, the drivers going slightly stiff through the face. 
 
    “I’ll be out here with you as well. We can use magic to work up something comfortable. It won’t be an inn, but it also won’t be the bare ground under the wagons.” 
 
    Baret needed to stay hidden, but a room could work for that, of course. 
 
    “See if you can get a room for the men? We don’t need all of us on guard like this.” 
 
    Lethwin nodded, as if the words made any sense to him at all. 
 
    “Yes, Prince Andros. I’ll see what is available.” 
 
    Anders secured the wagons, with the drivers, making certain that everything valuable was well covered, using oiled canvas, since it looked like rain, and that the horses were put away in the rather drafty seeming barn they had there. He found the groom, a man who was old enough to be married, but young enough to not need to be, and held up a silver. 
 
    “Do you have any sweet grain? They’ve been working all day.” 
 
    “We do, sir! Nice and thick with molasses and bits of fruit, even. It keeps, but is a bit rich. They’ll be needing some fodder as well? That would come to a silver and six for six adult horses like this.” He looked away, his face a bit tight. “That’s dear, but the inn master pushes for us to get what we can that way.” 
 
    That was probably just the way of the world as well, of course. 
 
    Pulling a second silver, he gave a nod. 
 
    “A good brushing for all of them as well? They aren’t my horses, so I don’t know if they kick or bite. They seem kind enough so far?” 
 
    “Yes, sir! Thank you, sir. I’ll do that now. They can eat while they’re cared for.” 
 
    That was his job, as long as he did it. As soon as that was finished, Lethwin was coming out, with a very thin man behind him. That fellow had a bald head, droopy eyes and a sneer that didn’t leave his face. Greed poured from him at the same time. 
 
    Anders smiled, and bowed. 
 
    “The Inn Master, I take it?” 
 
    Lethwin nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Prince Andros. He doesn’t have room for all of us. Just enough for the women, in fact.” 
 
    Anders looked at the man, read his mind, and then nodded. He had to fight to keep hold of his expression, once he knew what the man had planned for the evening. Truly, he paused for long enough that everyone stared at him. As if he might become angry over there not being enough room for them all. Even if there was, the rest of the inn being empty that day, which he checked on almost instantly. 
 
    “Oh? Very good then. Great One… read him, please?” He gestured toward the inn master, his voice cool enough to put frost on a pond. 
 
    That didn’t take too long, and Depak smiled at the man. It was not a friendly expression. 
 
    “Indeed, Anders. You sir, are being held for the guard. Do not attempt to leave, or we will be forced to kill you.” 
 
    The man seemed shocked. 
 
    “What? Why? I truly only have the one good room!” 
 
    Depak nodded. 
 
    “Yes. The room with the trap doors, from which you kidnap women for slavery. Meaning you just attempted to kidnap two Apprentice Great Ones. I assure you, if that had taken place, you and your confederates would not have survived it. Now, hold and do not move.” 
 
    The man held his hand out, in a fist. Ready to make the inn master explode. 
 
    Everyone else just stood there, until Lethwin ran off into the city. 
 
    “Guard! Guard to the Merith Ala!” 
 
    It took them a while to show up, naturally. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter twelve 
 
      
 
    A half dozen armed men, who had both swords and clubs, all dressed in gray, if different shades of it, came to them at a run. It took a while for them to arrive, some half a candle mark. Then they all seemed a bit baffled when Anders insisted that they investigate the inn, to prove that what he was claiming was real. 
 
    Indeed, one of the men, who didn’t seem to be in command, actually scoffed a bit. 
 
    “You’re a Prince. This is the Great One Eta… If you say this man is guilty, then he is. Who are we to challenge your words?” 
 
    Salina, oddly, nodded. 
 
    “A very good point, of course. However, we should also make certain anyone else who was involved in this is punished for it. Also, if women have been vanishing from here, we need to make certain that we find them, if possible.” 
 
    Blinking, Anders realized that the woman, princess or not, was correct. He hadn’t thought that far ahead at all. The problem there was that he truly should have. Rather than admit his failure, he nodded. 
 
    “That. Let’s lock this man away, and see if…” Stopping he looked at the angry, fearful seeming, inn master. The former one, at any rate. “Wait… Are you willing to tell us who else was working with you? That will speed things up. No need to lie, since we’ll be using magic for it as well. Truly, here, I’ll just take it from your mind.” Anders started to drop into a trance, the man stiffening. 
 
    Then, grinding his teeth in a way that made Anders want to step away from him, the man took a shuddering breath, and closed his eyes. 
 
    “There are five of us. Sinil the bar keeper here, his boy Samel, the horse groom… They both help me move and load the women we take. We sell them to some men who come once a week or so to check. We don’t always have anyone, but…” Then the man looked away from the guardsmen standing there. 
 
    Not speaking any names. 
 
    Depak rolled his eyes at how obvious it was, but Anders was already mainly into the needed mental state, so cast his mind out, first to the inn keeper and then the collected guards. That portion was interesting, since it wasn’t just one of the men in gray behind things, working with the kidnappers, but three of them. 
 
    Their plan to save the guilty men was to simply lock people up, and then pretend that nothing had happened, in the paperwork they needed to present to their own higher ups, allowing the operation to recover. As soon as the Great One left. That part, that their only real concern was Depak, came through rather nicely. It was a mistake, of course. 
 
    Before he could decide to act, Lissa waved her right hand, muttering. 
 
    “Hom trenta ere, ere, ere, soma fen.” That caused the three armed guards to fall to the ground almost instantly. Asleep. The presentation of the spell was very different than how Anders would have done it, he noticed, but at the same time, the men were simply resting, if on the stone of the street they were standing on. It was the correct three men, even. 
 
    He probably would have done it with rather more force. This worked, so he grinned. 
 
    “These fellows are part of it, and were planning to let the others go free, later. Let’s take their weapons and collect them all up? I’ll get the other men. One moment.” 
 
    Anders truly figured that it was going to end up being a fight, or him using magic to subdue the others, but all he had to do was call out to them, which caused the nice horse boy to come at a run, and the muscular barkeep, who had a slightly red nose, to stumble out, after no more than a few moments. 
 
    It was so easy that Anders spoke to them both, calmly, starting with the groom. 
 
    “Samel, isn’t it? We uncovered a kidnapping ring here. The inn master said that you two helped him move the women? Is that right?” 
 
    The younger man, clearly understanding they were caught, froze. He considered running, as well. Anders could feel that taking place, then he glanced at the men on the ground, resting. After a moment he looked directly at Anders. 
 
    “That’s true, sir. He said that we either helped him take those women, or that he’d grab my mother and younger sister and have them used until they bled out. He… I believed him. Doget is a harder man than he looks to be. I’ve seen him do that to a woman, several times. Using her rough until she died. I couldn’t, we, father and myself, couldn’t risk our family that way.” Then the man hung his head. 
 
    His father cleared his throat, and spoke, his words slurred more than a bit. 
 
    “That’s true. It also won’t save us. We… Let’s get to this then? There are also men who come and take the ladies away. It isn’t random. Doget signals them, sending a runner, when we had female guests. We didn’t get all of them, only three, but when we did, they just vanished and it would be made to look like they left on a ship. Running from their men, who slept somewhere else, since we only have the one trap room.” 
 
    Depak glared at the man, his face hard and cold, at the same time. 
 
    “Show us where this is?” 
 
    That, interestingly, was just a room. One that wasn’t too large, but had bars on the windows, behind heavy glass and a curtain made of canvas. There were loosened boards that opened up, allowing passage through the walls, into a shallow basement area, made of dirt. 
 
    The remaining guards were busy moving their own men and the inn master, Doget Torth, into the local jail, for safe keeping. Given their plan to simply let them leave, and start again, as if nothing had happened, Anders glanced at Depak Sona, and ducked his head. 
 
    “We can’t leave them to their own devices on this one. I think we have them all, except the men who do the actual slaving part of this. We don’t have time to hunt them down. How do we handle this?” 
 
    His clever plan for it was to simply execute the men himself, but Depak, a man of the land they were in, simply thought for a moment, then suggested something rather different. 
 
    “We can send a message to the palace, and have an Army cohort dispatched, from far enough away that they won’t be part of this. Then there will be trials, of course. Investigations and so forth. Truly, we can send a message from here, and not bother Darian or Naveed at all. Let me set that into motion.” He left the small room, the boards removed from the secret hiding places already. 
 
    The horse man seemed upset, but resigned to his fate. That would probably be death, of course. The interesting thing there was that, for all he was a prince and could have called for that, he was certain, Anders didn’t know what the punishment for such actions truly was there. 
 
    In Istlan doing that would have been a hanging offense, of course. Different places had varied rules, however. It was yet another sign that he could never truly rule there. Calling for anything in particular could be the wrong action for him to take. Thankfully Farad was with him, seeking life, instead of doing what was the easiest thing in each case. 
 
    He glanced at the others. 
 
    “We should wait outside, I think? You men… I don’t know what will happen with you. You both admitted to actually having committed the crimes, and these women here aren’t just random apprentices, but also princesses. Your master intended to kidnap them for most foul reasons, but you hadn’t acted on that, as of yet, yourselves. You’d done that for other women though, and even if they were of low birth or station…” 
 
    The younger man sighed. 
 
    “Drawing and quartering, probably. We both knew this would happen one day. I tried to get word out, once, but was caught by the guard here and beaten for it. They raped my sister, to teach me a lesson. I didn’t try it again.” 
 
    Which, even if the man was a criminal, had Anders wondering if a harsh death was the correct action, given his words. Things that he knew to be true, reading that from his mind. This wasn’t a man who had secretly masterminded the efforts, or collected riches from it. He was a victim, whose family had been held hostage, after a fashion, to his participation. 
 
    Farad was disposed to helping the men escape, given that. Anders wasn’t, since there were two strong seeming men and they could have, if they were brave and clever, overpowered the others and escaped the town with their family. They weren’t locked in, after all. Their fear of failure didn’t allow them an excuse for taking women in the night to be ill-used. 
 
    At the same time, if they killed them for the crimes, a thing they perhaps deserved, even if they didn’t have any choice in their actions, the men couldn’t provide for their family at all. He didn’t want to let them get away with crimes, but death was very final, and the problem of the moment was already done. 
 
    After they got outside, the two men simply standing there, under the blue sky, the golden sun beating down on them, he was, truly, at a loss. It was one thing for him to step in for Baret, since the man was, after the odd Barquean fashion, family of his. His side uncle. The inn men were just people met in passing. One of them, the elder, was clearly a drunkard, as well. The other, well, he’d been kind enough to the horses, and honest, but also had helped harm woman. Several of them, from the sound of it. 
 
    After a while, Depak strode back up, and Anders sighed. 
 
    “This is less than pleasant. These men here… Would it be possible for Rashid to oversee their deaths? Just these two?” 
 
    Everyone there stared at him, as if he were insane, for several moments. Finally, stiffly, Depak nodded. 
 
    “The Librarian? Why choose him for the task.” 
 
    He nearly lied, then simply shrugged. 
 
    “He’s a good man. When Prince Lassa was beheaded for his crimes, he took his life painlessly first. That could be offered to these men, as well, if they work with the authorities? We can’t remove punishment for the crimes.” He turned to the younger man then, Samel, and tried to seem grim. “Even a prince must face his crimes. Even if another led him to it. Rashid might be begged to do the same for you two though, so that your deaths will be only an ending, not torture first.” 
 
    He didn't know if that could be arranged or should be. It was, he figured, him seeming too soft, truly. At least Depak turned away, as did Salina. Lissa just nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know if we can have great uncle do that, but we can suggest a more painless death, if they help recover those women taken? That, it isn’t much, but it’s what we can do, while still insisting that justice be served.” The girl didn’t even sound harsh in her words. 
 
    Truly, it was clear she was placating him, in them. 
 
    The younger man dropped to his knees. 
 
    “Thank you. We don’t deserve such. A good death is better than agony, so I’ll take it if allowed?” 
 
    There was a bit of groveling in the words, but they were strange. They came from the man himself though, when Anders checked. Not Lissa or one of the others influencing him to say such things. After the barkeep did the same, kneeling and giving thanks and praise for the offer, even if it might not work, since the laws were the laws. After that they had to wait a good while longer, for the Army to show up. Even if the local garrison was only about three miles away. 
 
    Anders summoned four floating shades, and produced a cool breeze. They didn’t need that much area, for the people there, but he covered the prisoners as well, and the one guard from the town who came back, to protect them in case of trouble. 
 
    That left room for Baret to have some shade, without being sat on by someone. Salina found some wood, that was sawed and split for cooking fire, and turned it into some rather nice chairs. Things with decorative carvings, and that were sturdy enough to not creak when they settled in them, to wait. The guard got to use one, but the prisoners had to stand or kneel. 
 
    A thing no one commented on at all. 
 
    It was still nearly three hours later when the forty or so military men arrived, their horses still holding a bit of energy, since a three mile walk wasn’t that far for the sturdy beasts. The man in charge, who had oddly light skin, brown hair and a mustache, dismounted, and then bowed. That was done toward Depak Sona first, then the rest of them. Including the prisoners and the lone town guard there. 
 
    “Good people. We were asked to come to investigate a crime? I’m Major Tomay Holeth. We have orders to secure the town and set it to right. May I have your names, if it pleases you?” 
 
    They all stood then, and Anders bowed back, though no one else did at all. The Major nodded at him, and looked at him directly, then. 
 
    “This man is the Great One of Barquea, Depak Eta. These ladies are his apprentices. Apprentice Great Ones, since that’s important. Princess Salina Eta and Princess Lissa Eta. This man is Apprentice Magician Lethwin. He’s Salina Sona’s apprentice, for clarity here. Being an apprentice great one is, as you might imagine, different than being a cooper’s helper.” Then he waved at the single guard who was standing, seeming strong, and not cowed by a mere forty armed men. 
 
    “This man is a town protector here. One of the good ones. Three of them have been implicated in the crime that was uncovered. Guard Dan, I believe?” He had to take the name from the man’s mind, but there was a nod, as if they’d been introduced. 
 
    Then he waved at the other two men, who were standing, unbound, eyes downcast. 
 
    “These men worked for the inn keeper here, Doget. That man and his cohorts forced them, at threat of rape and death for their women, to help in taking innocent ladies for the purpose of foul slavery or indenture. This has been taken from their minds, by all of us here, and it proven true, in that form. We promised them light treatment, as the law allows, if they aid in recovering what women they can. That… They probably can’t be expected to do much that way. There are others involved. Men that come to collect the victims, but we don’t have any names for them.” 
 
    The major nodded, as his men shifted and stayed on their horses. Waiting for some form of order to be given. 
 
    The man in command bowed again, to each of the important people and gave the guard a nod, ignoring the prisoners this time. 
 
    “May I have your name, Sir?” 
 
    He started to speak, and say simply that he was Anders Brolly, when Salina chuckled a bit. 
 
    “This is Prince Andros. The Great One of Istlan. Don’t let the hair and eyes fool you, he’s normally pale and with hair like straw. We had to hide him for the trip. It’s a lesson for him, not for protection. Depak Sona set him to it, simply for the practice of it. I think I’m next for that?” 
 
    She looked at the older man, who grinned, as if she were being charming and pleasant. It didn't sound mean, at all. 
 
    “I did suggest that, but let’s not pretend I can order the Great One of another land to hop to lessons like that? He might realize that if it worked one way, it should the other and I’ll end up being a pale green color, with scales, like a lizard.” 
 
    Anders laughed, since it was a jest and a funny idea, if not needed at the moment. Then he forced himself to sober. 
 
    “So, the case is handed to you, Major Holeth. We will be here to question over it, or to give aid, if requested or desired?” He smiled then. “Or, of course, to stay out of your way, if that works better for you? I don’t think we’ll be here, however. It isn’t that nice of a place. We should put up something for your men, as well. Is there an empty lot where that would be appreciated, do you think?” 
 
    One of the mounted men waved, to the left. 
 
    “Down that way, on the far side of the town center, there’s a few large spots we can set up in. We should do that soon. It’s going to rain tonight.” 
 
    The sky was clear, but Anders followed the man’s gaze, with his mind, and did indeed see that there was a storm coming in. Rain and wind, but the sort with lightning, not just a gentle patter of droplets. The collected body of men groaned. 
 
    Even the Major seemed annoyed by the idea. 
 
    Anders simply nodded. 
 
    “This way?” 
 
    He had to walk, wanting a riding horse, since Juniper was back at the palace stables still, being she lived there, most of the time. It was a better spot for her than being on a ship for weeks at a time. 
 
    When they got to the spot that the soldiers were ordered into, he waved a bit. 
 
    “Clear the area for a moment? This will work. There’s even fresh water, underground. That’s interesting, being so close to the ocean as we are.” 
 
    The Major frowned, at first, but did get the men out of the way. Clearly expecting Prince Andros to steal the good spot for himself and his friends. Instead, he muttered, and waved his hands, outlining the dimension he intended the new building to have. 
 
    “Docketh kleneth, suvra yi, sostra ere, pulminada ere, allomen, fen.” He stood back then, allowing the building, a fine inn, unlike the Big Fish, with three upward stories and a full basement, since the building materials for the walls had to come from somewhere to grow. 
 
    Slowly, without stressing him too much. 
 
    It was still fast enough that the men stood and watched, as a hole formed in the ground, as walls shaped themselves, extending upward. It took about half an hour for the last portions, the cistern on the roof, and the pump house, complete with a walking pump that a horse could use, to be formed. Then he started in on the furnishings, and a large, but tight, barn. 
 
    After that, feeling a bit annoyed with himself, he sighed and finished the task, on the inn, cistern and barn, at least. 
 
    “Collag Docketh, allomen, fen.” Turning sand, or even dirt, into stone wasn’t as hard as working in it directly, but he wasn’t going to show off by doing it all at once. 
 
    Especially not trying to hold the spell over Baret, and the floating shades over their head and a cool breeze, all at the same time. 
 
    Then, no one seemed to get what he was doing, at first. Not until ten minutes later, when Depak stepped in and struck the wall of the new inn with his hand. 
 
    “Perfect stone. Very nicely done, Anders! You intend to treat the barn this way, as well?” 
 
    He nodded, even if it was kind of clear the other man was jesting with him. It was probably too much, but doing less than he could wasn’t a good habit to allow himself to fall into. That was a thing that had taken a long time for him to truly understand. At least if he wasn’t being pushed at by Farad Ibn Istel. 
 
    Oddly, though he recalled the sum of that fellow’s first life, he’d been becoming increasingly silent, as time passed. Still there, but not directing them as much on his own. Allowing Anders to be the one in control. It was a bit strange, but as he considered that, waving at the cistern, he didn’t really need it explained. 
 
    The old man had always said that his goal was to help Anders live the life he wanted to. That a truly great man like that would step aside, to allow a bumbling boy to have his own chance at living was, he realized, simply expected. The kind of thing he needed to learn himself, in case he lived long enough for it to be his turn to do such a thing. 
 
    “The cistern as well. One at a time, though. The men can move inside safely now. We should put up a second building for us, so we don’t distract the investigators with our nattering on about things. A place for the drivers as well?” Those men had, wisely, moved well away from them as soon as a crime had been uncovered. 
 
    A thing he thought of as intelligent, given anything that happened could only impact them negatively, given their station in the world. Things that Anders might weather without notice, such as an armed group of soldiers coming, could be a very bad thing for common men and women. Even if they were largely well-behaved troops. 
 
    Especially if they were the ones in on the kidnapping with Doget. 
 
    Anders checked, but none of the fellows there, and they were all men, even if the military of Barquea did have some female soldiers in it, had anything to do with that kind of traffic. That being the case, he moved to a different location, and started to collect a spell to make a house for his traveling companions, only to find Lissa doing it first. Her structure came into being faster as well. Then, she was also gasping a bit, by the end, even if it wasn’t that large of a place, compared to the new inn building. 
 
    Salina did the water for it, and put up a low wall, which was decorated by Lethwin. It was a bit simply done, but Depak Sona observed him doing it and beamed at the former servant when it was done, as if the man had invented magic himself. 
 
    “Wonderful! From this point in time, to many years hence, you should strive to do all of your labors this way, using magic. Now, we need furnishings. Anders did the other building, so…” He looked around, then did it himself. 
 
    What he provided that way, was of course, not just sturdy and well decorated, but true art. Chairs and tables that could have been placed on display at a palace, and appreciated even by the finest of people. Soft pillows for the floor, and beds that frankly put what Anders had given the fighting men to shame. Those were nice, too, Anders knew. In fact, they were exactly as fine as the best bed he’d ever slept in himself, even in various palaces. 
 
    The ones Depak made were superior in every fashion. Larger, softer and more lovely than anything Anders had ever seen that way before. It was enough that he shook his head a bit, when he got to the room he planned to share with Baret. There were two beds, but they had to hide the other man still, since the drivers knew how many of them there were in the group. They thought they did, at least. 
 
    Princess Lissa simply sighed. 
 
    “Lovely. All of it is, Grandfather Depak. You’re feeling the pressure of Anders having turned those buildings into stone, aren’t you?” 
 
    The man smiled, his short mustache moving as he did it. 
 
    “You know, I think I am? I can see it now, how it’s done, but I never came up with that on my own at all. Can you turn stone into other things, as well?” 
 
    Anders let his head play, side to side. 
 
    “Pull little flecks off to make sand first, a tiny portion at a time, then reshape it and turn it back to stone? Or, I suppose, other materials. The further we are from stone the less it will truly be correct, however. I haven’t tried making rock into cloth or anything truly interesting like that yet. It might work? We should try it. I needed to make some deep structures in the desert and there was stone in the way, so I worked that out.” 
 
    It wasn’t that impressive, once you knew it could be done, of course. Many things were like that, so he didn’t let it worry him. Instead, he waved at the others. 
 
    “I need to find our drivers. We should give this place to one of them, to live in, when we go. They can run the new inn as well? If they wish to do that, I mean. I’m sure there will be other people who want to try it, if we let them know the place is open and that the Merith Ala is shut down.” 
 
    It was a bit further from the docks, but so much nicer that many would spend the extra few minutes on their feet to get into the nicer accommodations. Anders would have, at any rate. He tried to walk out alone, but Apprentice Lethwin followed him, as did Baret, neither man attempting to speak at all. When they got outside, Anders spoke, gently. 
 
    “Clear your mind, as if moving into the hallway of memory… Then, focus on where the wagons and the men driving them are. Our wagons. Feel that idea, but don’t turn it to words. Then, let go of everything else and simply point, with your left hand. All knowledge is inside of you already. You must only learn to let it be seen.” He waited as both men tried it, with Baret pointing first, and Lethwin actually getting his pointing a little more on target. 
 
    “Good. Now, lead us there. Simply point and walk, holding your mind still. Focusing on the target of the moment.” 
 
    Both men managed it, though it was clear that Lethwin actually understood what he was doing and had done the exercise before. Baret struggled, as if it were his first time, even if that wasn’t strictly the case. It was more like his fifth or so. 
 
    They walked slowly, but the town wasn’t so large that it took long to discover the men, behind the barn of the Big Fish, the wagons hooked up, but all of them sitting on the ground, simply waiting for something. 
 
    Which, as it turned out, was them coming to find them. Luckily, since sleeping outside that night was going to be a lot less than pleasant, what with a storm on the horizon. 
 
    Anders smiled. 
 
    “We have a house, here in town. Not far from here. You’ll all be in with us, tonight, if that serves? That way we won’t annoy the soldiers, as they do their work.” 
 
    He didn't know what the plan for that was, if any. Then, it also wasn’t his business. Beating confessions out of the prisoners might be needed, but again, his place wasn’t to involve himself with that sort of matter. Instead, he turned his mind toward the evening meal, as they walked. 
 
    “It’s a holiday. We should do a nice dinner for everyone? I think I did the first meal wrong, didn’t I?” Everyone had been polite about it, and the food had been fine, but out of place for Barquea. 
 
    Lethwin shook his head. 
 
    “It was very well done, Prince Andros. We could find some meat, and make skewers, with bread and roasted roots? Some nice dipping sauces, as well. I’m not certain I can do more than that, or, truly, even do that, but it should serve?” 
 
    One of the drivers, the older man, cleared his throat. 
 
    “That morning meal was the finest I’ve ever had. I can see it, being we have royalty with us, and the Great One. Should we find a fine cake for them, to go with the other things?” He ducked his head then, and busied himself with his wagon, moving to the seat. 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea. Not for every meal, but since it’s a festival day. Maybe we should provide something for the town here? Or, no… Not with the investigation going on. For the military, however. Let’s get the wagons in. These will need a barn. We have a storm coming in off the ocean. It should hit about midnight.” 
 
    The sky was still clear, but the wind was picking up, just a little. Enough that he didn’t need to be followed by his own cool breeze any longer. There was no need for shade, either, of course, so he dropped those with a gesture and word. 
 
    Then, after making a barn behind the house, he went into the town and overpaid for more food, from the shops there. A lot of it. Then, carefully, he created some rather fine Barquean pastries, using magic and fine flour and sugar. As well as skewers of meat in the local style, with several sauces, for his own people there. 
 
    The treats were taken over to the new inn, by the drivers and Lethwin, who volunteered. No one mentioned it as being special, that night at all. They simply ate, practiced magic and turned in early, since there was little else to do there, waiting for a ship by the docks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter thirteen 
 
      
 
    For some reason, Farad Ibn Istel had felt fairly certain that it would take months, if not longer, for the soldiers to find out who the remaining men trafficking in women were. If that ever happened at all. Instead, with a judicious use of torture, Doget the inn keeper sent a message that very night, which had the three other men involved there before first light, to pick up the supposed women who had been captured. 
 
    This took place in the rather violent storm, so Anders had to imagine that no one involved was all that happy. It worked though, with the barkeep and the horse tender from the Merith Ala actually fighting to take the slavers down, themselves, before the soldiers could even reach them. 
 
    An act that, even if it was surprising to him, the Major reported first thing. Not to them, but to the palace itself, in Lo’usa Tet. Before the middle of the day, a request came in, from Prince Naveed, to spare the lives of the two criminals who had aided them. 
 
    Which meant sending them off to prison, or so he assumed. 
 
    Instead, the Major waved to him, and Depak Sona, as his men were leaving. The two prisoners were in a wagon, but that had been sent for and was marked with a red painted brandish, showing it belonged to the Army there. 
 
    “Prince Andros! You requested soft treatment for these men, as the law allows. I’m to see to their punishment in this. Do you wish me to allow them to go free?” The man didn’t seem bothered by the idea at all, even though Anders didn’t understand the concept at all. 
 
    They were guilty, and while they both had done one good thing, hadn’t proven that they weren’t simply pretending, trying to get out of trouble. 
 
    So he shook his head. 
 
    “They committed the crimes. Even if forced to, they should have resisted doing it. Even if it meant dying. I can understand why they didn’t, but we have to show people that they can’t do a good work or two and undo years of criminal activity. My offer was for a quick death, not going free. I suppose we could, if they wish, place them in an unpleasant military position, instead of a hole in the ground? That way they could earn their place in the world again, and still send their pay to their family, so they won’t suffer too much?” That meant wasting military effort on them however, so he was willing to let that idea go. 
 
    Depak didn’t so much as twitch, not nodding or shaking his head to inform Anders of his error, one way or the other. He felt soft and as if he would be thought of as weak, for suggesting the idea, but Major Holeth just leaned in a bit. 
 
    “I could scare them a bit first? Suggest they’ll be on the front line, if a new war comes?” 
 
    Since Anders figured that was where he’d be, himself, if that took place, he nodded. 
 
    “Don’t just say it. Get them ready for that? If they refuse, or can’t do a good job… Well, Prince Naveed asked for their lives to be spared. We can’t go against that, and shouldn’t.” 
 
    That got a surprised look, but a nod from the Major. 
 
    “That will be done, Prince Andros. Let me…” He turned and yelled. “Bring the good prisoners over here!” He raised his hands, waving them, so the four men near the standing barkeeper and horse fellow did that, not grabbing the men or pushing them. 
 
    They weren’t heroes, but when they’d had a chance, they’d fought the other criminals. 
 
    The well-dressed military man swiped at his upper lip, as if hiding a smile or possibly a sneer. Nothing showed when he spoke. 
 
    “You men… Are lucky. Prince Naveed, the heir, sent a message to ask for your lives, instead of being pulled apart by horses. This isn’t free, though. On top of that Prince Andros here suggested you be given a chance to redeem yourselves, so you’re in the military now. Combat forces. No more drinking, and the easy times are over. Ten years, unless I hear different. You get paid though, and if you do good work, we won’t have to cut your head off. Agreed? If not, that works too. Then we’ll make sure you vanish. Choose now, since we need to get back to the base and start working.” 
 
    Sinil, the older man, seemed troubled. 
 
    “No drinking?” 
 
    It wasn’t what Anders would have cared about first, himself, but he wasn’t a drunkard, so didn’t comment on the odd choice of words. Samel simply nodded, opting not to speak more than was needed. 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll do as told, sir.” 
 
    That had the man slapped on the arm. It wasn’t totally lacking in friendliness. 
 
    “Good. This way. Mount up to ride out! You two, back in the wagon. Heading out in three! Out in three!” 
 
    Depak was beside him, not speaking at all until the last of the army men rode out of sight. Then he slapped Anders on the shoulder. 
 
    “Well, that was faster than I’d figured on. You wanted to see about a gift for one of the drivers?” 
 
    That sounded wrong, since there were three of them. 
 
    “We should find out what else the town needs. Shops or what have you and see if the others might not want to give that a try. Also, we need to find out who owns the land here. I just kind of built, instead of asking if it was allowed.” 
 
    The older man smiled at him then and shrugged. 
 
    “In a small town, the empty spaces are seldom owned by private citizens. That would mean this is, most likely, owned by the Sula. We should check before letting anyone live here, but we can do that in town, with the head man. There will be a map. This way for that, I think.” 
 
    Baret was with them, but didn’t speak at all, as they moved into the interior of the square. That was clean, but not perfectly so. The whole place smelled of dead fish and the sea, with the water of the ocean itself visible between the buildings there. 
 
    When they got to an important seeming, but plain, building, Depak rang the bell, then waited for the door to open. When that took place, the man inside seemed familiar. Truly, he looked a lot like the former inn master. Doget Torth. 
 
    The man seemed annoyed, on seeing them. 
 
    “You’re that Prince and the Great One? The ones that turned my brother in?” 
 
    Getting ready to fight, to bring up his hands and spells, Anders nodded. 
 
    “I think so. Doget Torth?” 
 
    The man spat, aiming at the ground, away from Anders or Depak, which seemed to show annoyance at the other man, not them. 
 
    “I’m Price Torth. I knew something wasn’t right, those women going missing like that. The guard said it was just them leaving, which does happen. This is where you find the ships. They figuring to kill him for it, do you think?” 
 
    Depak nodded, his face bland. 
 
    “Almost certainly. Several of your guards were in it with them. I wasn’t aware that the man’s brother ran things here…” 
 
    Those words had the man sucking in air, seeming annoyed again. 
 
    “We aren’t close, but I can see that being a problem. I wasn’t in on it, but how could I not know? This isn’t a big place. Am I going to have a problem, you think?” The man didn’t seem ready to run, but had to be wondering if he was about to be killed, or at least arrested. 
 
    Instead, after reading his mind for a moment, Anders shook his head. 
 
    “No. We need to see who owns a few plots of land here in town? Down that way? The new buildings?” 
 
    “Those… Marvels. The Army put them up? New barracks? And an officers house?” 
 
    Depak shook his head. 
 
    “A new inn. The Merith Ala should be shut down now. We need to make certain that the land isn’t private property.” 
 
    That got a sullen shrug, the man clearly not pleased, even if he wasn’t guilty of kidnapping. Other crimes, but they were the kind of thing that most merchants probably did, at least occasionally. Selling things for more than they were worth, or reducing the amount sent away, by just enough to make it worth doing, if a product would allow for it. 
 
    After a moment, the man waved. 
 
    “That’s all official land down there. The docks, too. Here, I have the official map, so you can see for yourselves. This way.” The man turned, a sour scent, like beer wafting behind him.  
 
    It took better than twenty minutes for the man, who was incredibly disorganized and smelled more than a bit unclean, to find the right paper, which was actually a well-constructed and accurate map of the town there, to tap the correct locations for the buildings that had gone up. 
 
    “Property of the Sula. I’m not certain how we handle that, if he didn't order them put in place? Truly, the man shouldn’t mind, given that these new buildings are the nicest things in town by far… I don’t know if he’s sane enough to see that though.” The man, still seeming grumpy and angry, sneered at Depak. 
 
    Very gently, Depak spoke. His voice calm and even. A thing that Anders saw the trap in, even if the headman there didn’t. 
 
    “You think Darian to be of weak mind?” 
 
    Snorting, Price Torth waved his hands a little. It was dismissive, not a big thing in particular. 
 
    “How would I know? He’s been having troubles of late. His son, this is rumor, but I heard it from a solid man, his own boy tried to kill his direct heir. Then there was something about another of his children, a girl, attacking Modroc, killing hundreds. That doesn’t sound sane and normal to me. True, it wasn’t the Sula, but it doesn’t speak of sound thinking and a good mind for his heirs. They had to get it from somewhere, and they have different mothers, don’t they?” 
 
    Depak, very slowly, started to turn his body. It was almost imperceptible. His right hand didn’t move into a fist, but the impression that something powerful was about to take place filled the book and paper strewn room. 
 
    Rather than let the scene play out, Anders faked a sigh. 
 
    “The one son you heard of and the daughter were full brother and sister, so had the same mother. She seems fine truly, but… I can see that line of thinking, if you didn’t know that. There were others drawn in, but we believe that everyone of, as you put it, weak mind, has been removed. We can’t always account for our relatives, can we?” He didn’t glare, knowing that his point would strike home with the other man, even if he didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    There was a pause from Torth, then a hard nod. 
 
    “Yes. I have to admit to that. You don’t think it’s that our Sula is insane then?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I was just with him. This is a trying time, and things are in disarray in certain places, but both he and Prince Naveed, the heir, are strong of mind and body. Those in the top ten in line for the throne are as well. Well, the top nine. That boy in the tenth place…” He shook his head, making a jest of it. 
 
    One that the headman missed. Probably too hung over and worried for his brother, or over him at least, to care. 
 
    “That one isn’t right?” The way the word was used told a story of suspected madness. 
 
    Depak chuckled at least, and patted Anders on the arm. 
 
    “That one would be Prince Anders here. He’s sane and intelligent, though a bit hard in many ways to make a good ruler. Prince Naveed allowed your barkeep and horse boy from the Merith Ala go free, and Prince Anders ordered them put into the Army instead, even if they were forced into taking those women. You might want to spread that around? It was done to let everyone know that they must resist being a criminal, even if there is a great cost to it.” 
 
    He didn’t glare, but focused on the disheveled headman, as if warning him, personally. 
 
    If that message passed, it didn’t show on the outside at all. When Anders read his mind, focusing tightly for a moment, it didn’t on the inside either. The man was actually thinking about how to prevent people from fleeing the town there, fearing they would be punished for the wrong doing of a few. 
 
    Closing his eyes, trying to seem sad, he nodded. 
 
    “We need to find those women if we can. I’m not even certain how many have been stolen away.” 
 
    Depak looked away, his face tense.  
 
    “Three. Over the last half year. They’re probably not even in Barquea any longer. We can’t rush across the world to find them, either.” The man seemed honestly upset about the idea, as if a portion of him wanted to do exactly that. 
 
    Anders… didn’t care. Even knowing he should, having a good example right there in front of him. Farad felt it, but didn’t blame Anders for being who and what he was. They left about then, Anders giving the grumpy headman a wave, with Depak being a bit stiff about it, himself. 
 
    Caring or not, Anders started working the problem of the missing women. Ones who might be far away, taken for foul reasons. He might not have time to chase them down or save them, but he was a wizard, and they’d been taken from a specific location, in the past. 
 
    He’d only tried finding things from what had once taken place like that a few times before, but unlike the future, the past was already set. If he could find even one of the events, he could, possibly, locate the taken woman and trace her to where she was taken, no matter how far away that might be. It was very different than anything he’d even thought about doing before, except in a single investigation up in Istlan. 
 
    The one where some others, Gull and Mathia, had found out who had poisoned a man and his daughter. 
 
    That had been inside the castle, a small, controlled space, compared to the entire world, but if he locked his mind onto the correct person, and located her, he might be able to send others to retrieve her. The Army, or hired men, possibly. 
 
    He didn’t speak as they left, and when Depak tried to go back to the shared house they had there, with Baret walking behind them, Anders waved into the town himself, speaking softly. 
 
    “I’m going to find those women, if I can. Starting from the inn. The room they were taken from. I need someone to ask me questions and recall what I say. This… I need to go deep.” 
 
    It probably wouldn’t work, either, but Depak simply nodded. 
 
    “Do it. We won’t like what is seen, but failing to try aids no one.” 
 
    Anders barely recalled walking to the wooden inn, the place dark inside, except for the light coming through the few windows. Those were made of real glass, but the cheaper kind with bubbles and warps to it. In the small room where the ladies had been taken, the world fell away from him. In some few moments everything he was doing became about finding the woman who had been taken first. 
 
    It was a while later, with Depak shaking him by the shoulder to rouse him, that he opened his eyes, blinking a few times to clear his head. There was a paper and quill on the low table near the bed. Several thick pages, filled out it seemed.  
 
    Baret was there, standing back, watching the whole thing, the spell on the fellow still running, holding him as completely boring to Depak’s mind. 
 
    The master magician smiled. It wasn’t precisely happy, but seemed pleased, regardless. 
 
    “I’ll send this off now. Let’s work from the house? These locations are precise, but at least one of the women is going to be moved in the next weeks. The one in another land. Two of them are here, in Barquea. That… People will pay for this.” 
 
    Anders simply nodded. 
 
    “They will. I should read over what I said?” 
 
    That made sense to him, but the older man shook his head. 
 
    “This time… No. You don’t need to carry this with you, if you don’t have to, Anders. The guards you hired should be joining us later tonight?” 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    “Indeed. That sounds right, at any rate. I need to check on the Sea Leopard, to see how they’re doing. That will tell us what the real schedule is.” 
 
    Having just been as deep as he had been, he flashed to the location of the ship without even trying, which, interestingly enough, was in the harbor there, not docked, but at anchor. Waiting for the early tide, it seemed. 
 
    Rousing himself, as Depak moved out of the Merith Ala trap room, he managed to follow. Speaking a lie added to the truth, for Baret, even if no one else was listening. 
 
    “Only one guard is coming… He should be in from the west, in a few hours. He’s on foot, which makes some sense, I guess. I didn’t bring a horse for a sea trip either. I’ll need to go meet him, since we didn’t say where to meet, specifically. The ship is already here, about a half mile that way. It will dock early in the morning. We should be ready to move, as soon as possible, given that.” 
 
    The elder fellow swiped at his bald head, the papers in his hand, the ink and quill gone, possibly into one of the man’s long sleeves. It was a good trick, even if it didn’t take magic to make happen. They didn’t speak, heading back to the shared house. Not until they were inside the door there. 
 
    “Girls? We need to stand ready to leave, at around first light in the morning. I need to work for a time, then we can go and meet the hired man coming in?” 
 
    Anders nodded, wondering how to get Baret to play the role of a hired guard correctly. It wasn’t that the boy couldn’t give a fake name and his looks had already been altered a bit, the colors of hair and skin altered. It was the same, nearly, as what Anders still was walking around with. That part was funny, but no one had mentioned the idea too much, since he’d done that. As if it made sense to the others there. 
 
    Having two people with the same basic look was meant to distract people, confuse watchers and generally make it harder to work out that Baret was there than not. They probably didn’t have to be nearly as careful as they were, for the plan to work, but not putting in the extra effort seemed lazy to him. Still, none of that meant Baret was going to work out what Anders had in mind. 
 
    Anders spoke, his voice soft. That was his mental state, but made it sound like he was a bit baffled. 
 
    “Only one of the men is coming. The younger brother. The deal was room, board and magical lessons, so the other man might have decided to do something different? Not everyone wants to learn, after all.” 
 
    The ladies, both of them, walked into the room, seeming tidy, but staid, for them. They were in robes, but those were of heavy fabric, and in tan and brown, without much by way of decoration. Why they’d picked that look, he didn’t know. Depak was in a shining silk in three different colors, with a fine pattern sewn into it, that would have taken a true master of such things to create. 
 
    Anders was just in walking robes, in dull green. Two shades, but with no decorations of note. Then, he was kind of boring that way. 
 
    Lethwin wasn’t in the front space, for some reason. From the sound, he was doing something in the kitchen. Given Anders was mildly hungry himself, he couldn’t blame the man. Especially if he’d been doing magic all morning. 
 
    Salina looked at Depak, her face pleasant. For her, at least. 
 
    “I’d wondered if that was our ship. The Sea Leopard? It’s a bit smaller than the last one, isn’t it?” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “It is. This one does small goods runs and doesn’t really have much passenger space. Expect to work, as well. Probably doing magical things, when you aren’t giving lessons. I’ll be working on cooking, most likely. Lissa, you’re going to try to collect some coins and riches for the crew? We need to make that into jewelry and the like, so that it doesn’t seem too suspicious them having things like that.” 
 
    That was being made up, to find something for them all to do, of course. 
 
    Depak grinned. 
 
    “We need to use the winds to our advantage as well. I’ll see to fishing each day, to supplement our meals?” 
 
    That was a good enough plan, for him at least. 
 
    Depak gestured to the stairs. 
 
    “I need to pass some information to certain parties. I’ll be some hours, I believe. Please don’t disturb me. Then we can go and find that man coming in, Prince Anders?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “If you wish a nice walk. I can go alone, or take Princess Salina with me, since she’s the one going to be training the man.” He smiled a bit, since he hadn’t asked after that at all. Truly, the girl had no reason to not throw a fit over the presumption, even. 
 
    Instead, she laughed. 
 
    “Well, Lethwin is doing well, so why not? I’m beginning to learn how to do this kind of teaching, finally. The new technique is a bit different, and forces me to move faster, which is harder than it sounds like. Do you think it will be harder with this new man? He’s a guard, which doesn’t speak to high intellectual abilities, on the surface…” 
 
    She was teasing her brother, but Anders shrugged, acting as if the man wasn’t actually there, standing behind him. 
 
    “It will be harder than with Lethwin, at a wager. Still, the man seemed motivated to better himself, and while not well educated, he can read and write, which shows some care being given that way in his past. Sowen, he said his name was? I’m not certain if that was his first or last. Or only, for that matter. His mind showed he wasn’t a criminal, but that was about where I stopped looking, to be honest. I was a bit distracted, the other day.” Before Baret had died. 
 
    Even knowing it wasn’t true, everyone there seemed sad for a moment. Then, they all recalled it happening. As if they’d watched it themselves, standing there, seeing the body burn in a white-hot flame after the beheading. 
 
    Once Depak was gone, Anders tried to pretend that he didn’t have anything to do for a while, knowing that he was badly behind on contacting people and making reports. Given who he’d spoken to last, he decided to move to his own room, with Baret following him, since they were sharing it, and closing the door behind them. 
 
    Then, using the new spell, he contacted Prince Robarts. 
 
    That man was, Anders thought, in his office, writing. There was a soft scratching sound, at any rate. After a moment, he heard a voice speaking. A familiar one, but a person that he hadn’t expected to be talking to Robarts in particular. 
 
    “There’s some concern about the coming wedding in Barquea. Prince Darren’s family doesn’t know if they’re to go to that land, or if their humble station will cause them not to be invited to the nuptials?” 
 
    Anders muttered a bit, which Robarts clearly heard happening, and then spoke to his mother himself. 
 
    “Hello! This is Anders. My understanding is that they’re all invited to Barquea and will be hosted at the palace there. Princess Lissa will see to providing coin for them, I believe? If not her, then I will, myself. We’re to be at sea in the morning, so will try to gather some riches for Darren’s family as well.” 
 
    They were servants, one and all, so not wealthy yet, for all their son had become a magician and prince of Barquea. Honestly, the lack of that was probably his, he realized. Darren was a good man, and would share with his family, of course. He’d been raised to believe that he was of a certain station in the world, however, which wasn’t true any longer. As his friend, Anders needed to aid them, then. 
 
    To help them improve their station faster than might happen otherwise. 
 
    His mother gasped, as if it were shocking to have someone suddenly speak in your ear from across the world. 
 
    “Anders? Is that truly you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. This is simply a new technique, not a ghost speaking in your ear or anything like that. I can only use it with a very few people, and we’re keeping this secret, so far.” A thing that he’d forgotten, as horrible as that was. 
 
    Robarts chuckled, just a little. 
 
    “It’s useful, but we are keeping it from the spies, for now. The other ones. Perhaps you could not mention this to your father just yet? It makes sense for Anders to speak to his own family this way, but we haven’t fully decided how to employ this skill and don’t wish to put it out to all and sundry, if possible.” 
 
    The words were friendly enough, as if he was used to speaking to Lyse, day to day. For all Anders knew, that was simply the truth. 
 
    After a moment, the man continued. 
 
    “You have a report for us, Anders? Prince Anders, I mean, of course?” 
 
    He nodded, knowing only Baret would see it happening. 
 
    “Minor things, in the main. Former Prince Baret was put to death the other day. Officially. It was witnessed by over a hundred people, most of whom will swear to what they saw. Unofficially, he’s going to be traveling with us. The illusion used was enough to trick most into thinking it was real. Princess Salina burnt the body beyond being ash, using real flame, so that was impressive. So far no one is truly looking for him, so the first portion of the plan might have worked. We’re going to present him there as a former guard and new magical apprentice, Sowen. Mark the name? He can do some basic magical work, but will be far better than we lay claim to. We might put him in as an apprentice to Master Tolan, if he works out?” 
 
    The elder man might be new to the skills of illusion or those of the magician, but he was one of the best wizards in the whole of the world. Anders had learned much from the man and still needed to do more, if possible. 
 
    Robarts wrote something, before speaking. 
 
    “I marked the recommendation. He’ll be fully trained by the time he arrives?” 
 
    “Meh… Half trained? He can already clean rooms and change the colors of clothing, of course. We’ll work on the ship. There’s also a friend of Master Belford’s. Lethwin? He’s a bit more advanced in magic. Apprenticed to Salina that way. Both men need to learn the languages there, I understand. We’re traveling on the Sea Leopard, heading to the Isle of Morse, then Yanse. It shouldn’t take long, if we use the winds well. I imagine we’ll be a season in Yanse, then come around to Istlan for the trip back to Barquea? Truly, I’m not specifically needed for that, unless we’re all traveling for the wedding?” 
 
    Robarts snorted, just a bit. 
 
    “Why a season in Yanse? You could have Darren waiting at the docks, could you not? Traveling that distance by ship is always faster in that direction, heading along the coast.” 
 
    Anders smiled, since that was literally the truth. 
 
    “We could do it that way, naturally, but Princess Aisla asked me to come up with some large, in ground, cold weather glass houses to extend the growing season there. What I have planned won’t be put together in a few days. If it works, I want to do something like that, in Istlan, in several places, as well. It will be more work for the farmers who use them, but it will help offset famine due to weather, as well, if we have enough of them.” 
 
    He also had a school to put together, and hadn’t yet. Anders felt annoyed about that part, but Farad smiled, which showed on their shared face. After all, to him, taking ten years to do such things seemed sensible. To Anders that was perilously close to how long he’d been alive, so far. 
 
    Prince Robarts, being old as well, nearing thirty years, if not slightly over that, seemed to think building such projects were also a good use of his time. 
 
    “I’ll suggest to Father that we find some lands for that? You’ll need workers as well, correct? Magical farms, but real farmers will have to tend them?” 
 
    He shrugged, but smiled. 
 
    “Made by magic isn’t the same as magical. We need to stress that with people up there. This kind of thing isn’t scary at all. It’s one of the strengths of Istlan, that we use magic for things like this now.” It was part of his campaign to make magic normal there. 
 
    He doubted it was working too well, so far, but everyone had suggested it could take a very long time to take hold there. Everyone was just too fearful of magic to be easy around it yet. 
 
    There was more writing, with Lyse speaking, sensing a lull in conversation. 
 
    “I was told that you’re to have several wives, by treaty with Barquea and Modroc? We have several fine choices for you arranged here, as well. You can meet them when you return? King Matheus sees no need to hold to our customs for that, you being a Prince of other lands as well.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, knowing when he was being teased. At least by his own mother. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful, of course. Now, I need to contact several other people, which will allow me to ignore that particular topic?” He smiled. 
 
    Until his mother, apparently being serious, started listing off names and attributes of several well placed young women. Ones he was supposed to court, as soon as he arrived there. Anders couldn’t feel at all certain he wasn’t being teased as he listened, politely. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter fourteen 
 
      
 
    Sowen, the new guard who was also traveling with them for free lessons in magic and languages, seemed a little youthful for the occupation he’d chosen. Not the training in magic, of course. Children were more than capable of learning such things. Claiming he was a guard would be a bit of a hard sell. The man was fit enough, but not huge or intimidating at all. 
 
    When he stepped out from behind the bushes, the twilight having hidden him on the road, there was a forced joviality to his face and bearing. His clothing was brown and tan, made of both leather and cloth, in a style that was similar to what Anders had last seen him in, but not at all identical. Not that this was the same man, through the face at all. 
 
    Light brown hair, light tan skin and green eyes didn’t fit with the illusion that had been set up at the palace. Not even slightly. The man didn’t even have a beard, which he’d had before. What he did match was Anders, at the moment. He waved to Sowen, calling out. 
 
    “Here you are. On time and everything! This is Depak Sona, the Great One of Barquea, and his apprentices, Salina and Lissa. Just for clarity, they’re both princesses and captains in the army here. You’ll be learning from them, as we travel. Languages and magic, as we agreed upon?” 
 
    The young man smiled charmingly, but seemed polite, trying to bow, if a bit clumsily, his arms reaching out to the sides, palms up. The bow one used when faced with a source of great power, or the unknown. A thing that fit, meeting with the group of individuals there. 
 
    Anders did it back, palms down. 
 
    “You’ll also have duties as a guard, on the ship and possibly later, when we get to Yanse. Your brother didn’t come with you?” He nearly held his breath, even if no one was watching them, being they were outside of the town and no one was trying to pry into their lives with wizardry at the moment. Not that he could determine, at least. 
 
    The entire show was for those who might be watching that he couldn’t sense at all. A thing that even careful Farad agreed wasn’t actually happening. So it was a show, to set the tone of their pretense, and nothing else. Still, the others acted as if Baret was Sowen and didn’t shower him with hugs and pats on the back. They wouldn’t with a stranger, after all. 
 
    Salina, coughing a bit, smiled. 
 
    “You’re going to sleep across my door, to safeguard me? I can make a little cot for that.” 
 
    Anders shook his head. 
 
    “That won’t work on the ship, but we’ll do something for safety. We’re probably going to leave at first light. Depak Sona… Have you determined who will take possession of the new buildings we’re leaving here?” They were nice, even more so than was normal, so seeing to that and not just allowing anyone who wanted to live there or run the inn might be needed. Otherwise, people might fight over them. 
 
    The man had been busy, but nodded, as they started to walk back to the port town. 
 
    “I was able to communicate with the Sula earlier, and he liked your plan of having our wagon drivers take over there. The father of the group, Morrit, is going to move here, with his wife and younger children, from Lo’usa Tet. This will become the northern hub of their new carting concern, so you should put up a wagon barn when we get back.” The man was hiding a smile, clearly jesting about the idea. 
 
    Anders had seen that kind of thing before, even if he didn’t have a single spell word to make one. Not yet. It was very hard to walk and learn such a thing as that, and it was clear that he actually stumbled off the path, into the brambles a few times, being pulled back by Depak, but before they returned to the shared house where they were staying, he didn’t just have one word, but three new ones, that would, he hoped, not just make a barn for wagons, which needed a big door on both sides, but would also put in a hardened road tracing where he pointed, as well as, he hoped, red painted wooden doors, that would have hinges of metal. What would seem like it, at least. 
 
    Dirt and stone wasn’t metal, and would wear differently over time, but the look should be correct, he hoped. 
 
    It was nearly as hard to find the right spot, on land the Sula owned, with a road within easy reach and plenty of space for nearly twenty large wagons, as it was to speak the new spell. That went on for almost a minute, since he was being very careful in its initial construction, and had to build a covered cellar in the back, to get working materials without leaving an open pit sitting there. Then, very slowly, the building started to grow out of the ground. 
 
    As it turned out, he had to stand outside, guiding the growth a tiny percentage in places, instead of running in to make a fine meal. Instead, Lethwin did that for them. The food was a bit simple, being flat bread, hard cheese in small chunks and meat strips, reheated from the earlier meal, but it was edible and well enough spiced, when he finally got to go inside, to enjoy the meal and a chair. 
 
    A low pillow, at any rate. 
 
    No one scolded him for being lazy, but it turned out that they also hadn’t been standing there, watching him work. He found that out the next morning when they all, including the wagon drivers, got up before first light, packed their things up and moved to the docks, since Depak informed them that the Sea Leopard was already in the slip, and ready to leave again. 
 
    Waiting on the real dawning of the day, to send men to the various inns, attempting to find them. Instead, they were set to move out, with Depak glancing behind him and grinning, as they walked, since the main port really wasn’t far from the new inn or the fine house next to it. 
 
    “I missed that going up. You were learning the new phrases while we walked back? I noticed you stumbling a few times.” 
 
    Salina sighed, and seemed annoyed, instead of impressed, even if it was a good-sized wagon house, made of stone and what seemed like wood and metal, behind them. That portion, turning dirt into wood and metal, was the new portion that would probably come up later. He honestly hadn’t figured it was possible, and it wasn’t real at all, but it meant that, if he needed to, he could at least fake gold coins or even making jewels, out of very common materials, now. 
 
    It felt wrong, but he’d been making leather from cloth and the other way around for nearly two years. Making a seeming of wood from stone wasn’t truly any harder. Rather, it was brutally difficult, but had worked, mainly by going very slowly. It also wasn’t visible from the road, as they moved away from the structure, so no one was speaking about those tricks at all. 
 
    Lissa yawned, and Sowen, the new guard, moved to the front, walking before even the lead horse, his hand on a curved scimitar as he scanned the world around them, ready to fight to protect them. Truly, having one man for the job looked wrong. He started to move ahead himself, to walk beside the man, when Salina finally spoke. 
 
    “How am I supposed to keep up if you keep changing what’s needed? I’d finally thought I was doing well, and here we have to learn while walking, too? That’s hardly fair, Anders. I’d tell you to stop it, but I’m an Apprentice Great One, so I have to try and match you instead.” She growled a bit. 
 
    A thing that was actually halfway playful, given how early in the day it was. 
 
    Depak laughed. 
 
    “So, while we walk to the ship? How do we stay on the road, so we don’t wander off? Also, what should we attempt? We don’t have long before we arrive at the dock.” 
 
    Anders simply moved to the last wagon, and put a hand out, grabbing the wood of the tailgate lightly. Depak understood the idea, doing it himself, which moved the others into place, instantly. Even Lethwin did it, seeming uncertain. Probably because he wasn’t an Apprentice Great One. That would mean he wasn’t certain he was included in what they were doing that day. 
 
    Anders felt tears come to his eyes, and smiled at the man. Being willing to try, when you didn’t have to, was how people became more, after all. 
 
    “Work out how to turn various solids into gems? It can be done. Let me describe it…” He did that quickly, but didn’t recommend what stones needed to be done. At sea they’d have a whole lot of water, after all, but there likely wouldn’t be a need for gems, outside of decorations, so it evened out. 
 
    Then, not being mean, he walked them all through it, as if it were a lesson, instead of making them do it all themselves. They could still fail at it, of course, but if possible, it was his job to make sure that they succeeded. Especially Lethwin, who was new to magic. If he started failing too often, he’d assume he wasn’t good enough. Salina and Lissa had learned that they were enough already, as had Depak. Setbacks might anger them, but it wouldn’t make them quit. Indeed, it should only make them try harder. 
 
    Sowen was supposed to be newer than Lethwin, to the practice of such things, so he wasn’t included. Plus, having a guard out actually made real sense, even if no one was coming for them that early in the day. Anders could be wrong, after all. 
 
    “Move into the hall of magic, in your mind. This is the idea… pick a word, that you speak only when you are using it, with a sigil, a line that is also a circle, shrinking inward, taking what you point at, slowly, comfortably, into the gem you choose now.” 
 
    He waited, Lethwin moving between a red ruby and a green emerald. 
 
    “Pick one thing only. Go with the ruby, Lethwin.” The man jumped a bit, and had to reset, his mind being read scaring him a little. Not much, thankfully. 
 
    Mainly because he understood that Salina had been doing that as they worked for each lesson they’d had together. He also had to correct the others, once each, including Depak, who was having a little trouble holding a single idea for several minutes. It wasn’t enough to sabotage him, but it was clear that the others had been practicing the new trick more than the older man. Who, frankly, didn’t need it as much, having learned so much over the last century, already. 
 
    He even already had words that turned one kind of stone into another. Those all used too much energy for Anders to match, however. It was part of why Depak hadn’t mentioned the idea to him. He was simply weaker than the other man, by enough that badgering Anders to do all of the same things had seemed unkind to the fellow. 
 
    Anders simply cautioned them all to move slowly. To replace energy and magical power with time. 
 
    A castle raised in a week was still a castle, after all. A rock turned to a diamond in the same time frame was still shiny and useful. As much as gems were. They, like flowers, were mainly used as decorations, of course. Which was important, in its own way. 
 
    Oddly, Anders, the boy from the castle, felt that one more keenly than Farad the ancient historian did. The younger portion might have been harder in many ways, in taking life and harming people without it hurting him internally. It was an issue, even. It was clear though that he also appreciated art, sweet scents and lovely things more than the man from so long before did. 
 
    It was strange to notice, truly. 
 
    Not that he didn’t set that aside, as he worked. After all, he had to learn the new spell piece himself, just like the others did. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be fair. It took longer for them all to master the new magic than it should have, with Lethwin taking about nine minutes, instead of the three that Lissa took, or the nearly matching times that the others managed. Still, he was pleased with the man, since he was still new and had done something that was kind of impressive, given that. 
 
    “There we go! Nicely done, Lethwin! Most of what you learn won’t be while walking, of course. I couldn’t have managed that after only a week of practice like this, either. Back when I was learning such things, doing what you just managed inside a day would have been fairly impressive to most people. Still, by the end of the voyage we all need to be able to do such things in a few minutes, in case it comes up in an emergency. We need to test this out before we get on the ship, as well. I get to keep your gems.” 
 
    It was still a bit dark, as they got to the dock, so Anders made a light as bright as the sun, just as Captain Enna and First Mate Breegs, both holding lanterns, already lit, scurried down the gang plank. Holding the light out to his side, the Captain spread both arms, palms down, smiled and bowed. 
 
    “Is Anders Sona not with you? I thought he was to meet us here?” 
 
    Laughing, recalling that he looked a bit different for the moment, he waved, still behind the last wagon. Bent over, looking for small rocks. 
 
    “Here! I changed my eye, skin and hair color, on a lark. It’s me, though. I brought extra food. Now… We need to do something. It will take a few minutes, if you want to unload the wagons first? I’ll help, but…” 
 
    That got waved away, as if the men from the ship were expected to do the work alone. Anders didn’t think that at all. Still, Breegs, looking youthful, and not over tall, dashed up the wooden board that allowed passage to the ship, and rang a bell. 
 
    “Unloading crew! We have three wagons. Double time!” 
 
    A few of the men even jogged over, trying to seem efficient. You didn’t really run on the deck of a ship, since that was asking for collisions and falling overboard. 
 
    Each of his people, most dressed in plain brown clothing, including him that day, were handed small stones. He took the largest one, added some magic to it and spoke, gently. 
 
    “Momi ot momina, allowmen, fen ot…” He gestured with his left first finger, to indicate the rock he was trying to change in his right palm, and left the spell open ended, but also running slowly, so he didn't stress himself too much in the attempt. 
 
    Meaning that Depak stood there with an emerald, cut and polished, the size of a chicken egg, moments later, with Salina doing a smaller stone in nearly the same time frame. Lissa was faster than he was, but Lethwin’s spell took just as long, the other man still breathing a little bit hard to get it done, not moderating his power flow as well. They also did smaller, but very nice rubies, the others having been given larger stones to start with. All of those were handed to Anders, who was finally able to see well enough in the early morning light to not need to make the world glow just to see what was in his own hand. 
 
    “Wonderful! Now…” He nearly tossed the rocks, being worthless as they were, into the water, but shrugged instead and waved to one of the men doing the loading. 
 
    “Kreed? Come here for a moment?” 
 
    The man didn’t run over, but he didn’t slow his steps either. Truly, he seemed almost like a professional sailor. Missing some teeth, lost in various fights, and with a wild black beard and some scars, but truly, even that wasn’t too strange for men gone to sea. 
 
    The fellow even bowed, with decent form, when he got to them. 
 
    “May I be of aid, sir?” It sounded like a hard man aping the refined words and form of others, but it truly fit the situation, and had Depak smiling hugely. 
 
    “Mr. Kreed! Wonderful to see you. I believe that Anders was going to give you some gems we just made. They were rocks a moment ago. We need to practice. Of course, they aren’t real gems, and won’t have the hardness of them, so best to use them as bribes or decorations, instead of as instruments of true value.” 
 
    Anders had that one down, of course. They seemed like gems. They looked and felt right for it, but they were, at their core, made of softer materials. As with linen made to seem like silk, it was always going to be a bit off, working that way. 
 
    At least it was true of the stones that everyone except he and Depak had made. Anders noticed that both of those were, more or less, true gems. Hard and solid in a way that would last for a very long time without scratches and would probably hold up to any testing. 
 
    “Exactly. Here.” He dumped the things in the other man’s hand, which was held out, rather tentatively. 
 
    The man looked at his hand, and after a moment, nodded. 
 
    “You hiring me on for something?” 
 
    That made sense, and Captain Enna was right there, probably wondering why the special gift hadn’t gone to him directly. Extra work for the things made sense, that way. 
 
    “Extra guard duty, as well as helping at meals. If anyone looks at Lethwin here the wrong way, trying to bed him without sweet talk first, stab them? We’ll heal them up, but he’s a good sort, so we don’t want him abused or pressed that way.” 
 
    Anders pointed to the short man, who was dark skinned, and seemed right for the part of the world they were in. Attractive, but in a common fashion. The rather grim and ugly man simply nodded. 
 
    “These others, too? We won’t want anyone bothering these ladies…” 
 
    Anders shrugged at that. 
 
    “These are the Apprentice Great Ones of Barquea, Mr. Kreed… Anyone wanting to court them is more than welcome. If they don’t mind dying for it? Each of them has been trained to fight armies, alone, and even unarmed, if it comes to it. Truly, Apprentice Lethwin has enough magic to take this ship, if he needed to, but he’s a kind man, and not to be pressed that way, if possible. Honestly, it won’t be a problem, on the Sea Leopard, but Lethwin is the close friend of the Ambassador to Barquea from Istlan. Lovers. So, you get me, we protect him that way, even if he doesn’t strictly need it.” 
 
    Lethwin actually went slightly white, on hearing the words spoken, even if they were true. He swallowed nervously, as Kreed chuckled. 
 
    “Ah, that makes some sense then. We need a show, so that Ambassador Belford knows that we’re backing him, being an Istlan ship now. We’ll want to keep the animals here off of him, given that. These women are really that hard, you reckon? They were just regular Princesses, last time we met.” He grinned at Salina, bowing a bit, and seeming shocked when she did it back. 
 
    Depak Sona nodded. 
 
    “They are. Much has changed since then. Also note, Mr. Lethwin is highly trained in magic as well, including combat aspects of it. At least compared to what you’re used to seeing, out here on the water. You might assign a few men to learn with Master Brolly while he’s available, Captain Enna? There will also be daily lessons on the languages of Istlan and Yanse, I believe?” 
 
    That had to sound strange, but Enna laughed, then clapped. 
 
    “That sounds fine. I’ll sit in on those lessons myself, if I have any time at all for it? Learning Istlan on the last trip with you has helped me out several times. We can port there without issue, even, so have moved that to being our home port. It will be easier if the men can learn to talk right for that place, too. They really don’t get as worked up if you go off at night with a young man as some places, so the crew prefers it.” 
 
    That sounded like a lot of work, not that running classes was hard, in particular. Just that he was also intending to cook the whole time. The crew had work to do, and while they had hours of slow time during a shift, it was rarely truly idle. 
 
    Still, he nodded. 
 
    “Good. We’ll do that. We need to hurry, I think?” 
 
    Salina nodded. 
 
    “If were catching the tide? The next port is on the Isle of Morse? I haven’t been there, but I’ve seen it on the maps.” 
 
    Winking at her, the good-looking Captain smiled. It was charming enough that Salina did it back. 
 
    “Exactly right. You know how to navigate a ship like this?” 
 
    The man was surprised when she nodded. So did Lissa, which had him turning to look at her, directly. Anders coughed a bit. 
 
    “We took lessons, since we were at sea, not long ago. We should go over it again, if we get a chance. For now, we all need to work on loading, I think. We don’t have much time to get that done. Lethwin, stay near Mr. Kreed, for now.” That wasn’t really needed, but made the former pirate tucked the fake gems away and nod. 
 
    “We’re unloading?” That seemed a question, but all of them started to grab things and carry them on board. The Sea Leopard wasn’t a tiny ship, but was only mid-sized, being a fast frigate, not a passenger craft. That meant, after the first few trips, they all understood where the goods being loaded had to go. It was a lot, but still only took about an hour, with everyone putting in good effort on it. 
 
    Then, almost instantly, the ropes were untied from the dock, and Anders moved to the top deck, with the Captain. 
 
    “We’ll use the winds to speed the journey? Once the spell is up, if you hold the wheel, and call out wind, and a number between one and five, in Barquean, you’ll be in control of the wind speed and where it blows. Here, let me set that up? To stop the wind, let go of the wheel, of course.” He added that, as if it made sense, the Captain simply trusting him. Only part of the sail was up, since they were catching the morning breeze anyway, which moved out toward the sea. 
 
    Still, Enna wasn’t shy about magic, and grinned, as soon as the ship turned, and left the dock by about forty man-paces. 
 
    “Wind one?” The breeze picked up, filling the sails perfectly. Anders felt it a bit, but not too much at all. He’d be breathing hard and gasping if the man insisted on running full out, of course. He’d forgotten to put a moderation portion on it, since it had controls built in. The trouble with that, he realized, was that the other fellow was the one in charge of that, not him. 
 
    Whooping the man smiled at Anders. 
 
    “You can teach me how to do this, you think? I’m not special, magic wise. I was told that I could do it, but just in a kind of average way, back when I was a boy. Not really worth teaching, which I suppose answers that, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Anders shrugged, since this was a sea captain, not a king or sula. Rather than take offense, the man, still holding the wheel steady seemed interested in what he might have to say. 
 
    “If you’re truly weak that way, it might not give you the fastest winds, easily, but you can learn to do this for a few hours at a time and even the bottom levels will be better than being becalmed or at the mercy of an incoming storm. Anyone can learn magic. True, some aren’t as strong that way, but there are tricks to get around a lot of that.” 
 
    The hard man nodded. 
 
    “Using the blood and life of others? Animal sacrifice and all that?” 
 
    Farad struggled suddenly, as if trying to take them over, to caution the man about never doing that. Anders didn’t let that happen, but got the point, speaking more calmly than the memories of the elder inside of him felt. 
 
    “That’s not practical on a ship. Really, it’s a good way to have people hunting you down. Learning to take your time helps a lot though. Make a gem from a rock in the course of a month and even the weakest man or women can do it, even if that’s a hard bit of magic to pull off. Set a soft and slow spell to repair any leaks on a ship while they’re small, and do it often and you’ll never have a problem. In emergencies being weak can cost. I’ve felt that one myself and I’m decent that way. Not truly powerful, like Depak or Salina. Even Lissa is about twice what I am that way. Women are, in general, and Depak is special that way. Still, we can’t let not being the strongest all the time stop us from trying.” 
 
    Those words, instead of getting a laugh, got a rather stern expression. 
 
    “They’re stronger in magic than you are?” 
 
    “Easily twice as much or more. Still, time helps, as I said, and moderating your spells, so you don’t overreach too much. Also, pressing yourself regularly makes you stronger than you would be otherwise. Like lifting a heavy rock, or running long distances does? The more you do each day, the more you can do. You’ll probably never truly match the very strongest, but men are often better at fine work with magic than women are, so there’s that.” 
 
    Anders, if he was going to be honest about it, didn’t love that fact about himself. Farad felt it was simply natural, and not to be given a second thought, and the boy honestly tried, but the fact that Salina could have simply thrown twice as much power at a subject than he could ever manage, without the soft and pampered princess even breathing quickly, was slightly hard to take. 
 
    Still, Captain Enna simply shook his head, and adjusted the wheel, just a small amount, using landmarks to guide him, it seemed. That worked when you were close to the shore. 
 
    His voice was friendly, when he spoke. 
 
    “Learning anything is worth doing. A man who owns a ship out here and controls the winds will be wealthy in short order. Safe from pirate and warship alike, and making better time from one port to the next than anyone else on the water. We should put up more sail, and make best use of this. Are you going to help Matt with the morning meal? I think we’re having borgu?” 
 
    There was a smile at that, as if the fine types on board would insist on more than that, even if it wasn’t possible. The trick there as that he could use the finely ground oats to make about fifty different foods, that might work well on a ship. 
 
    Not that he didn’t bring a variety of things to eat anyway. A man fed only on oat porridge would eventually fall ill. People needed greens and meat as well. That reminded him of something so he nodded. 
 
    “Right, we assigned Depak Sona to seeing to fresh fish and sea life each day, if possible. I’ve learned some new things as far as food goes. Magic, not in cooking skill. At seven and eight bells? We don’t have as many people, but should spread things out a bit that way, so the ship is crewed constantly. 
 
    That last part wasn’t an order, but still got him glared at, as if he wasn’t asking if that was the right thing to do. Still, the Captain didn’t glare for too long. 
 
    “Watch the tone. I’m the master here. That sounds fine, though. I look forward to seeing what you can come up with. You’ve learned a lot about magic, in the last years? Each of you stood there, in front of me, picking up rocks and setting down fine gems. Even if they aren’t real, I couldn’t tell. Doing nothing other than that a few times a day would make each of you wealthy beyond all reckoning, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Farad reflected on his first life, which had been humble, compared even to the life of a man on a ship. He’d lived in a cave for over seventy years, after all. He’d owned no more than a handful of physical objects in his entire life. At least that first portion. The part Anders had access to. 
 
    It was strange, but instead of wanting more now, the old man didn’t care about things much at all. Especially since it was clear to him that there was very little they could purchase with coin now that they couldn’t work out how to do with magic, or their own effort. 
 
    That made things such as gems and even gold seem… Pale and a bit hollow. Not that important, really. Pretty baubles to impress women with, but not much else. 
 
    “Naturally. Don’t tell the others that? I don’t want them to get lazy.” Not that it was a real threat. For one reason or another, each of them had a reason to press themselves toward greater things. 
 
    Oddly, the two there he needed to truly work on that way weren’t the apprentices or even Sowen, who had every reason to impress people magically, if he could. That was simple survival. No, the people he couldn’t let get lazy, were himself, of course, and also Depak. 
 
    The very thought left him smiling. Even if he didn’t truly understand why that was, exactly 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter fifteen 
 
      
 
    The five-day trip, even using the winds to their benefit, between the northern port of Barquea and the main port of the Isle of Morse, was done in three. Enna pushed the winds and sails, making up for lost time, when he could. There were lessons taking place the whole while, in both magic and the language of Yanse, with three different people teaching the men how to speak as they worked the ship. That wasn’t even close to being effective, compared to real lessons, but the men tried their best, or at least attempted to parrot words and use the memory tricks they were coached in, which really helped, and did it for most of the day. 
 
    Which didn’t mean they were accomplished that way, when they got to the island port. Enna and Breegs and Kreed, as well as crewman Fisher all sat in on magic lessons as well. None of them, clearly, had a real head for it, but they didn't have a fear of trying, either. So, while clumsy and slow in learning, they each had a good thirty new spells and hand magics they could pull out if needed, by the time they went to shore on the island. 
 
    That was for business, and even with the detour, they were on time, thanks to the abuse that several of their magic users had put up with, night and day like they had. Even if it had only been three days on the ship, Anders went with the Captain to meet the port master, who had come out himself, to greet the craft. 
 
    A man who Anders had met once, for all he couldn’t recall the man’s name. That, he decided, wasn’t allowed, so he dropped into a trance, and then had to cheat a bit, pulling the information from the other man’s mind, before he had it again. 
 
    “Port Master Loashe. We met, some time back?” The man clearly didn't recall who he was at all, looking different and possibly not being the most important factor of the day they’d met, his young niece having been freed from foul slavery on the day Anders had been introduced. “I’m Anders Brolly? I decorated my hair and skin, with a different color.” He felt a bit embarrassed about that, for a moment, but the man lit up. 
 
    “You’re taller too! Over a head larger. More than that. Good to see you again. This is Captain Enna, I recognize him, and Master Eta, from Barquea… Have you come about the women?” 
 
    Farad got the idea meant before Anders did, since his first thought was of the ones from North Port, where they had just been, then realized that the man was asking if they’d come to claim some kind of prize for having gotten some ladies home, out of slavery, years before. 
 
    Anders shook his head. 
 
    “Unfortunately, nothing that pleasant. Captain Enna has a cargo to arrange from here, I think, and some things to drop off. Then we’re going up to Yanse. We had a similar issue with some stolen ladies, from North Port in Barquea, however. Have you heard anything about that kind of traffic? I know you don’t allow that here in Morse, but boats come and go and people will talk, if they drink enough.” 
 
    The ladies from the port in Barquea, taken from the Merith Ala, were in known locations, but that didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be more, taken from other places. It was, it seemed, a real industry, taking women and some men, for slavery. The port master didn’t even pretend that it wasn’t a real thing. 
 
    Instead, he tightened. 
 
    “We try to keep it out, but even here, on the fair island, we have that kind of thing. Private buyers, rich men and women, who abuse others in that way. We don’t have any real information at the moment, not that would let us take any action against it. If I get any, I send that along to you?” 
 
    Anders nearly blinked at the idea, but understood the heart of it. If he, personally, wasn’t willing to put time and effort into stopping such things, it would probably just continue. 
 
    “Right. I can check in with you, occasionally, using magic, if that’s allowed? That will take some effort, but might be worth it. We don’t have good communications set up here, as of yet.” Which was true, but probably a thing he needed to ask the King about. Maybe the Sula, as well. 
 
    Depak nodded, his face slightly drawn. 
 
    “That might be for the best. We, unfortunately, don’t have the time to spend on such things at the moment…” He seemed worried and looked sidelong at Anders. Probably suggesting he shouldn’t over promise anything. 
 
    Which only made sense, his time wasn’t fully his own, after all. 
 
    “A point. Still, I’ll…” He looked away, casting his mind out into the ocean, noting several decently sized treasures collected in the vast waters. They weren’t close together at all, but summoning some of that to aid in the search seemed worth the pain it would cost him. 
 
    “I’ll provide some coin and leave it with you, port master? Hire any work done you need, to save anyone who has been taken. I should… Go and see to that now? We aren’t going to be here much longer than is needed to load, I think you said, Captain?” 
 
    The man in his green coat, nodded. Then explained. 
 
    “We have a full complement of magic users, each who was able to speed our way with the winds. We made the trip from North Port to here in three days. It’s so useful that myself and several of the men are learning the trick. Put the word out on that? The Sea Leopard can get you or your goods places faster than anyone else on the inner sea, by several times.” 
 
    That, Anders knew, wasn’t exactly true. Not yet. He nodded anyway, backing the man up. They could have that down inside a few weeks and it would take longer, even using the winds to their advantage to get to Yanse than it had to the Isle of Morse. 
 
    They were speaking Istlan there, or more exactly, accented Morsian, which was the same thing. A situation that meant that they didn't need him to translate or to be underfoot. Rather than let that happen, he walked to the rocks, off the edge of the port on the left, so that he wouldn’t be pulling coins and gems through the air with boats in the way. 
 
    Summoning a sense of calm, and focus, Anders found the closest of the sunken treasures. It felt old and the lock, made of metal, was so corroded that it took almost nothing to break it, even being off in the distance. Anders watched what he was doing, and did it so slowly he barely huffed and struggled to get enough air at all. It took a lot of focus, anyway. Then, setting his spell to work with the least amount of magic possible, which was still going to hurt, since the metal and gems were at least fifteen miles away, he drew the coins to himself. 
 
    The work didn't go fast. Indeed, he sat there for hours, noticing that he was joined after a while, by Depak Sona, Lethwin, Sowen, Salina and Lissa. 
 
    It was the younger girl who grinned and spoke first. 
 
    “So much for my wonderful excuse that nothing is in range for me to get. Should I do that, too?” She settled next to him, closer than was probably strictly proper. Her leg touched his, even. Everyone else ignored that, except for Lethwin, who looked away, as if hiding from something truly improper. 
 
    Thinking for a moment, he shook his head. 
 
    Then agreed. It was contradictory, but bemused, or at least he hoped it seemed that way. 
 
    “If you get some from the same box I’m working on, that should work. Salina, and Lethwin should monitor Sowen as he tries to find any information about missing people? We can’t spend the time running to their aid, perhaps, but if you can find them, and write that up, the port master might hire some work done. Even if we have to simply purchase them back, that would be better than leaving them trapped.” It probably wouldn’t be that easy, but everyone agreed to do their part of things. 
 
    Depak seemed a bit shocked when Anders asked him to also spend some time using wizardry to search for people he’d never met. It wasn’t his strongest area, but the man didn’t rest on that, simply doing his best. Which was several times better than what Sowen could manage. Lethwin started to do that as well, but Salina shook her head. 
 
    “No, read the mind of Sowen and make certain he stays on task. If you must teach others there are few techniques that work better. Depak Sona won’t need me to do that for him, so I guess I’ll sit back and…” She grinned. “I was going to say rest, but I actually have some new magical phrases to learn. A lot of them, truly. Food… It clearly makes a huge difference and even at the military base I hadn’t considered it, even once. Even eating moldy bread and gamey rabbit for half a week.” 
 
    Anders understood the words, but didn’t answer her. She was an adult, with a better position in the world than he had, and was also working on a good plan. Setting a good example for them all, as well. They’d gotten in early, so had hours of light left, to sit on the water sprayed rocks, collecting coins and pretty bits of jewelry from the ocean in front of them. Sowen struggled, wanting to give up, since it was brutally difficult to find people you’d never met, but Lethwin wouldn’t let him, aiding him into a deeper mental state and finally asking him questions. 
 
    Hard ones, but they worked. 
 
    “Find the one behind the kidnapping of women who is closest to us now.” 
 
    After a while, Sowen actually had an answer. 
 
    “The port, there is a merchant there, who is wealthy and powerful. Boris Conway. That… It isn’t this port, but the people there are speaking the same strange tongue, I think.” 
 
    The former palace servant nodded. 
 
    “Point, using your left hand. What direction is that?” 
 
    “That way, along the coast.” 
 
    After that, having a name and location, Depak found the man, and gave a lot more information, then roused himself and wrote it all down. After that, working together, the men found several others who worked with the man, by name. Anders was busy, but not so much he didn’t have time to commit it all to memory. Even as he started to collect the coins up, using a simple spell to polish them, wrapping them in his shirt which he took off for the purpose. It was a bit embarrassing to him, not used to that kind of thing, but no one else so much as glanced at it happening. Not even the people along the dock as they headed back to the offices there. 
 
    The treasure, and it was a nice enough haul of riches, if not what he’d intended at first on mentioning it, was put without much ceremony, on the table that the port master used as a desk. The man goggled a bit, greed nearly taking him, until he recalled that it was to save helpless women, not purchase him a larger home than he needed at all anyway. 
 
    Anders nodded, still in a bit of a trance. He seldom truly left that state, any longer, of course. 
 
    “I need a pen and something to write on? We have names here on the island for investigation. Those behind the trafficking of women here.” 
 
    That took time to write up, but no one did more than stand there as he did it. When it was done, he waved at the man, fixing him in his mind, holding the sense of him, along with the name, while looking at him closely. He wasn’t certain it would drive him home enough to contact him that way, but it was a start to that work, if nothing else. 
 
    Then, he waved at the papers there, and nodded toward the man. 
 
    “Use this to find them. Those taken by force or guile. Spend the coin if you need, to that end. We can get more. Pull in the leaders here, if they aren’t part of such things? Tell them… Tell them that Barquea, Istlan and Yanse are with them in this. Even if all those places will do if it comes to it is send me along, to give aid.” He nodded, then walked out, the others following, even if he hadn’t been totally polite there at the end. Abrupt and rude were more like it. A Port Master was important and should be treated that way. 
 
    No one scolded him as they walked back to the ship. Once they were there, a half-unloaded wagon waited for workers, so he threw in with that, helping first thing, not waiting to be asked. Breegs, the second from the ship, nodded at the extra help. 
 
    “This is the last one. It’s a small cargo, but expensive up in the north. Spices, mainly. Light and easy to carry, as long as we can keep it dry. Can one of you see to that, do you think? I normally wouldn’t ask, of course…” 
 
    Anders nodded, but waved at Lethwin. 
 
    “Mr. Lethwin can do that for us? Also, make time in the coming days, and I’ll go over that with you. Controlling the winds, as well. Other, more complex, spell work.” He could do the work himself, of course, but for him it was simple, and the ship was tight and dry down below. Sea air would make things stale and moist, but driving water from a large area was well within the magic that Lethwin knew how to do. Even if the specific phrases had been missed by Salina so far, the talented man had no excuse not to simply learn what was needed, in the next moments. 
 
    The former servant ducked his head. 
 
    “I can do that, I think? This way?” 
 
    The two men grabbed cloth wrapped bundles, which even if the word light had been used for the cargo, weighed at least half what Anders did. He still managed to carry two at once, even if it was awkward and left the bundles with Crewman Fisher, who was setting everything in it’s place down below, as Lethwin started drawing locations in the air that needed the water removed. A large puddle started to form on the floor, the man not having bothered to find a way to move it outside. 
 
    Anders could do that, but instead ran and got a bucket, then let the man struggle a little, moving the water from the growing spot on the deck, into it. Then, ran out and dumped it for him, three times, before the spell work was finished. There was more loading after that, but it continued even as he played with the sloshing buckets of water. 
 
    No one acted like he wasn’t doing his part, for some reason. Even if, he realized, he really wasn’t. Except that, having Lethwin do it all, even if it would have taken less work for him, served the other man far more than doing it himself. 
 
    Then, almost as if by magic itself, the ship untied and was back in the water, heading off into the twilight, the sun setting majestically to his left as he moved to find the galley. Seeing everyone else on the deck, he nodded. 
 
    “Apprentice Salina? You were working on food? What are we having for late meal?” He grinned, then decided not to start a war, being demanding or putting her on the spot like that. “Which, I’ll be doing the real cooking of, but you can transform what I make, for practice? I don’t know what you taught yourself earlier, however?” 
 
    The woman, who was prettier than seemed correct, in many ways, even if she wasn’t bothering with makeup or artistic clothing choices, her hair pulled back in a simple tail, smiled. As if she understood what he was doing, or even thought it was just her turn to see to such things for them. 
 
    “I have several dishes. Savory and sweet. Almost anything I could think of to eat, that I grew up with and a few fine cakes from Istlan, in the style there? What would you like?” She seemed a bit proud of herself, which sounded early to him, but they also had time before the meal, if he asked for something she hadn’t worked on, and she knew what it was, he didn’t doubt her ability to have the needed spell ready by the seventh bell. 
 
    So he was a bit hard on her. 
 
    “Fine, soft loaves of bread, in the Istlan fashion. Savory meat strips, with pig, cow and fowl all being represented for it. For the sweet at the end, I’d like a delicate apple cake. Perhaps dainties to go on the side?” 
 
    She tensed, but only on the last words. 
 
    “Danties?” 
 
    “Dainties. The white bits of lard with beaten sugar in them and some light spices? Perhaps lemon or orange flavor, since you know those well.” It wasn’t a thing he’d ever had, himself, but she nodded, at least. 
 
    “Those? I suppose. They’re fine enough. A bit rich, but that has its place. I can do the rest with what I made up earlier. If it works, that is. I put most of my effort into foods from home, I have to admit.” 
 
    He grinned at her and glanced at Lissa, who was behind her. 
 
    “Of course you did. Anyone would. Can you have that ready in an hour? I’ll…” He needed to cook, but also grab some time to learn to do everything that he’d suggested as well, in case the woman challenged him on the topic. That was only fair, after all, and it hadn’t occurred to him to think of dainties in months. 
 
    They were a food item that was only served with fine meals at the king’s table. That and twice a year at festivals. Anders had eaten a proper evening meal with the king twice, in his entire life. Which meant that he knew how that kind of food was prepared, of course. 
 
    Even if he’d mainly focused on other types of dishes. 
 
    In the galley, he made the food for the meal properly, since it needed to nourish the body, and feeding people only straw wouldn’t work for that, even if they’d had that kind of material there, with Old Matt, the former pirate, working next to him in silence. He didn’t offer to do anything all that complex, choosing silence, for most of the work. He did his part though, so Anders didn't really notice anything. Not until the man swore. 
 
    “Damn it all, that hurts.” 
 
    The meat, some kind of rehydrated venison, purchased for travel in Barquea, had to be soaked in boiling water for a while first, before it could be eaten. He stirred a pot of that, glancing at the other man. He seemed shorter now, than he had the last time they were together, Not shrunken with age, for all he was given the moniker of Old Matt. It was simply that Anders was taller than he was now. That was all. 
 
    “Are you well, Matt?” 
 
    The man grunted, but looked at him with disgust. 
 
    “I have a tooth rotting out. I don’t suppose your pain spell will help with that?” 
 
    Anders did several things at once, the first was to call out exactly that. A simple pain spell. 
 
    “Hom insanna, fen.” 
 
    There was a moment, the man sucking in air as if harmed, then a sigh. 
 
    “Thanks be to you, Brolly. We get into port, and I need to have that pulled. I hate to do it, since I’m missing half of em already, but the stench and pain are enough to half kill me, if I let it go on.” 
 
    Anders nearly offered to fix it for him, then realized that he didn’t know how to regrow teeth. What he did recall was having mentioned that to Rothina, the woman known to him for much of his life as Lady Martya, who on hearing him say that had simply asked him why he hadn’t worked that out yet. It hadn’t been phrased exactly that way, or been precisely that polite, but it did seem to show that it was a thing that could be done. 
 
    Even if it were a permanent alteration. A change of shape, that would hold, long term. A thing that he didn't think he could do. 
 
    Except, he was getting decent at measuring and controlling the flow of power, over time. If he tried to make a new tooth appear in moments, it wouldn’t work. Not for him. On the other hand, if he made a tooth out of other things, then grew it into place, carefully and to the pattern of what the man naturally would have, that might be enough to serve the man. He could change flesh in the short term after all. It was only in making that last forever that he was going to fail, from the sound of it. 
 
    Instead, he shrugged. 
 
    “Can you meet me after the last meal? I’ll see if we can get new teeth for you and make sure nothing will harm you that way.” 
 
    That got a laugh, but the man didn't say no, even if he thought it was a jest. 
 
    Half a candle mark before the first sitting, Salina came to the door. Looking shy, if that was possible for her at all. Old Matt, clearly feeling better without the added pain, turned his unshaved face in her direction and smiled. 
 
    “What may we do for you, Princess?” 
 
    She actually froze, as if caught out. Anders waved her in. 
 
    “She’s here to turn our merely serviceable meal into a feast fit for a Sula. We need to platter these and let her have at it all.” 
 
    Salina actually gave him a grumpy look, and looked at the food. 
 
    “Well, all of this looks more than fine, so far. This is mainly just for practice. You can fix it, when I mess up, Anders?” 
 
    She seemed to mean it, but he shrugged. 
 
    “You won’t. Not really. But yes, if it came to that, I could do that, of course. Please, as you will.” 
 
    He moved to the doorway the princess pushing past him, but moving around Matt, without making contact. Then, spells rolling from her tongue, she started to make the needed changes to the food. That wasn’t even done slowly, her words and actions seeming fast and under control. The only real issue was that, when he tasted what she’d put forward, while it was fine enough in quality, it was clear that she’d intended to make very different dishes. They looked all right, better than what had been made from the supplies and the taste was good enough. 
 
    Still, she realized that it was lacking something. Anders didn’t correct it for her either. There was, it was clear, going to need to be more work on some of the items, for her to really master them. A thing that, he understood, was down to her being a woman, and nothing else. The power of a woman in magic was hard to beat for a man, but in fine skills that way, men were at an advantage. So, even if he could have fixed it all for her, he simply nodded. 
 
    “Good enough. If you had to eat horse grain and fodder, having it this way would be a major improvement. I’ve done that a few times, so let me tell you, it truly isn’t pleasant. There are some things to work on, at the same time, but nothing pressing or major.” 
 
    The words had him glared at. 
 
    “Just because you actually know how to cook doesn’t mean that you’re better than me.” She stomped her foot, in the first show of real royal self-importance he’d seen from her in nearly a year. Then, she knew that, even if it hadn’t been a failure, her efforts, the results of them, still could have been better. That kind of learning always stung, when it hit. 
 
    Old Matt, being daring, sniffed a few things, tasted others with a clean spoon and gave Salina a small smile. 
 
    “Not bad. You can do a bit more with some spices in places? Some brighter colors? Do that and no one will have call to complain. Not that they will here. They get soft white bread and cake. If only we had a fine beverage for it, instead of small beer.” 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “Tea mixed with sweet fruit juice?” He had a spell for that. It meant summoning water from the air first, and then demonstrating the idea, but Matt sighed. 
 
    “This is good, too. I need to get this into the other room. We were at port, so no one thought to set a schedule for who was supposed to play servant.” 
 
    Anders simply altered his clothing, from a simple brown set of robes to a tunic and trousers in the same color. Salina did the same, then, carefully, helped carry the food into the dining areas. The Captain’s mess first, where they only had to serve one meal that day. Depak, Lethwin and Breegs were in there. So was Lissa. Sowen, being a mere guard, ate with the sailors, of course. 
 
    Depak saw who was bringing them food and drink, and tilted his head. 
 
    “Is there an issue?” His voice was soft on the matter. Not dangerous or angry seeming. He wasn’t insulted that Anders had brought him food or even that Salina was doing that sort of labor. 
 
    No, the man was asking why the normal men weren’t there for the task. 
 
    Anders was going to speak, when Salina did it instead. 
 
    “Everyone else was stuck loading all day, so we’re taking over for this one meal. It seems fair to me.” 
 
    Depak, former Sula of Barquea, current Great One and a man of over a hundred and fifty years in age, smiled at his many times great granddaughter as if she’d just given him a present of grand value. 
 
    “Wonderful of you to think of! The food is in the Istlan style tonight?” 
 
    Anders nodded, and waved at the baskets, bowls and open to the air light apple cake, with lemon dainties. 
 
    “Salina did the work on it. I was difficult on purpose, insisting she do unfamiliar foods first. Mean of me, but notice, she didn’t fail. I was thinking that we’d have Lissa do this for the late meal tomorrow and the others each day after that? That gives you three days at least to come up with something that will impress us all, of course.” He laughed a little then. “Followed by my efforts again. I wager we’ll be getting competitive by then. I’ll need something truly special and unique.” 
 
    The people at the table got to serve themselves, so they moved to the other room, for the first sitting of the sailors. There were only ten of them or so, plus Sowen, who was sitting by Fisher, who was telling him tales of times gone before. 
 
    Everyone went silent when the food was delivered. Kreed sniffed at the meat they’d been given, in a spice sauce, with three different types, and nodded. 
 
    “You do this Brolly?” 
 
    He shook his head, all of the men waiting their turns, taking ample amounts. 
 
    “Apprentice Salina did it.” 
 
    The gruff man nodded then. 
 
    “Looks good. Thanks, Apprentice Salina.” He took a bite, and nodded, not saying anything else. It was clear that he was having a bit of trouble chewing. Which reminded Anders he needed to come up with some new teeth for Old Matt. Some others there as well, if possible. 
 
    Which meant working through the rest of the food, helping Salina construct a slightly better second version of the meal, even if no one had complained about the first, and then worked out that he needed some kind of bones or something hard like that, to made into teeth, as well as learn how to shape them properly and learning to fix them in place. A thing that wasn’t hard, since flesh could be shifted easily enough. Doing it in a way that kept the body growing the way he wanted was the difficult portion for him. After all, he could heal large wounds without issue now. Then the healing stayed true, because the body wanted to be whole and healthy, by its nature. 
 
    He didn't have everything he needed there on the ship, but casting his mind out, did find it in the ocean. The raw materials for it, at least. It took several new spells to have what he needed even close to prepared in time. It was hard, working and learning the new spells like that. Several times he had to stop, stand to the side and focus his mind, instead of cooking. 
 
    Luckily Matt and Salina were there to handle things for him. One of them even understood what he was doing, if not why. After they ate, cleaned up and used magic to scrub both the galley and the eating spaces, Anders waved for Matt to follow him up on the deck. He needed to fetch some things to work with first. Hard shells, mainly. 
 
    For some reason, Salina, seeming very subdued for her, followed along. 
 
    As if she expected to be scolded for not making the bread salty enough. 
 
    Instead, he spoke as he cast spells, collecting the needed hard shells from the bottom of the ocean, straight down. Still nearly a mile away, of course. It took work and he was gasping a bit, not being as careful as he had been with the coins earlier in the day. 
 
    “The tricky part is the spell that will turn this into new teeth, then the one to fix them in place. I’ll need to see your good teeth while I do this.” That and kill off all pain. 
 
    It wasn’t a fast process, but after an hour, Matt laughed and smiled. A big, very toothy, grin. 
 
    “Now I just have to get used to having all this stuff in my mouth. They’ll last like real teeth?” 
 
    He didn't know, to be honest. Instead of admitting that, he waved at the other man’s face a little. 
 
    “Probably not. Decades, but if you get punched, they’ll fall out like real teeth and can eventually rot, so be careful that way.” 
 
    The old man simply gave him a clipped nod. 
 
    “Amazing. You doing this for everyone that wants it done?” There was a sly look to the man, as if that wouldn’t be the case at all. 
 
    “Certainly? We’ll tell them that you set that up for them? Apprentice Salina, do you have the needed ideas to get started on this?” 
 
    She made a face, but nodded. 
 
    “Not that I can do it yet. This is very fine work… That’s harder for me.” She looked away, at the sea, annoyed by that fact. Anders could commiserate, if on the other side of the power equation. 
 
    Not that it was going to get her out of doing the work, later. 
 
    Nothing ever did, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter sixteen 
 
      
 
    Traveling on a ship, even moving quickly, thanks to magic, was rather boring. The sailors had daily chores to do, and Anders had settled into cooking twice a day, while teaching languages and some magical skills to several of the men, but it wasn’t a thrilling adventure, in particular. 
 
    The most joy Anders took from the whole thing was actually steering a storm away from them, at a distance of about a hundred miles away. That was a delicate and yet still painful experience for him, pressing his energy to a point that he passed out several times, making it happen. Even being as careful as possible. 
 
    It was bad enough that both Lissa and Lethwin tried to make him stop, with only Depak Sona, watching him with sad and stony eyes, telling them to remove themselves, and to allow him to continue. A thing that both Farad and Anders understood in equal measure, though they took it in two different ways. Anders figured that the man didn’t want him to become lazy, or give up too easily. Farad on the other hand suggested internally that it was about allowing him to make his own mistakes, and not protect him so much that he’d be a poor leader or ruler, later. 
 
    The man had suggested similar things in the past, for others, of course, so Anders nodded, and changed his thoughts on the subject. It would be that one, even if the other portion wasn’t out of reach at the same point. 
 
    Still, he managed it, the large, but not at all massive storm kissing the edge of their own path, which was a nearly straight line to the secondary port of Yanse. That was on their eastern coast, well away from the castle there. The one his father, and half-brother lived in. Technically his half-mother, too. That one was harder for him to manage, mentally. It always had been. It was truly the Barquean way, however. Aisla was married to the man who had gotten his mother pregnant, so she was his mother. 
 
    Even if in Istlan he was just a bastard. 
 
    For all he’d gone dark several times, Anders found himself feeling better later in the day. It had been nearly two weeks, thirteen days exactly, since they’d left Morse, and even if it was surprising, Fisher started calling out, his voice loud but bored seeming.  
 
    “Land to the north! Land to the north!” It was nearing twilight in that part of the world, but when Anders went to stand near the fellow, looking where he was pointing, there was a long strip of darkness, indicating land, on the horizon. 
 
    The men bustled a bit, but it wasn’t a rare thing for them to note that sort of thing. Captain Enna walked out on the deck, starred at the horizon line for a bit, and then nodded. His face was lean but only lightly weathered from his life at sea. Then, he wasn’t that old yet. A sturdy man of three decades or so. 
 
    His voice, in Scara, was smooth seeming. 
 
    “Yanse, in less than two weeks! That’s a trip of at least six, if the winds are with you, which almost never happens. True, we won’t manage that with just the crew driving us along, but with four of us able to do that spell you taught us… It will work. We aren’t powerful, but even a ten knot breeze in the direction we need to head constantly will change a lot for us.” He glanced at Anders, and grinned. “We should make port in the morning. You’re traveling over land from there to the castle to the west?” 
 
    That would be a trip of about fifteen days travel, in wagons, or on horseback just a bit faster, but there was no port closer to that location. 
 
    “That’s correct. We should let you go, as soon as we land. If we could make the needed trips by sea, it would be faster, but we’re going to be here for at least most of a season, I think.” That could change, since Anders wasn’t in control of his own life that way. Not totally. 
 
    Enna chuckled a bit. 
 
    “Just tell me when to be there and we’ll meet up with you at Main Port, in Istlan. Give me a few weeks warning? I’m planning to increase the number of runs we’re making and people are going to want to work with us over almost anyone else, given our new speed.” 
 
    Anders nodded, the other man patting him on the shoulder and turning, to go and do some kind of work down below. He understood how to navigate but not most of what a Captain actually did day to day. He controlled the boat a lot, but clearly he did more than that. In secret, or so it seemed. 
 
    Regardless, Anders wasn’t that thrilled with the idea of going back to Yanse. It had been a low-level idea in the back of his thoughts for some time, but as they got closer to the shore, the land turning invisible as night fell, it hit him that he wasn’t going to be welcome there. 
 
    Regardless of who else had been there, or that it had been during a war, he, rather personally, had killed most of the Army of Yanse. Half, of it, at least. More than that had died, but the other magic users on his team and the Army of Istlan had done their share. He’d greedily done more than that, not caring about anything other than winning. 
 
    A thing that, to be fair, he still felt. 
 
    There was a lack of anything about the matter at all. He wasn’t even afraid of being harmed, when he considered it. No, there was just a strange sense of embarrassment, when he thought about having to deal with all of the people accusing him of having taken the lives of their child or brother. Maybe even their wife or sister, since Yanse had more women in their military than Istlan did. 
 
    Even that wasn’t how Anders would have felt without Farad being there. Forcing him to be more like a real person, instead of a monster. It was that which he considered as he moved below decks to the room that he was sharing with Depak Sona, Lethwin and Sowen. The only real annoyance of the whole trip was that both Lethwin and Sowen snored. It wasn’t an epic boat rattling thing, but it had kept him awake a few times, if he got to bed last. 
 
    This night he was the first to lie down, and spent the early portion in a trance, reviewing all of the magic he’d learned, until he fell asleep. Meaning he was still the first up in the morning, as far as their chamber went. He roused the others, since the plan wasn’t to even have a meal there, or to offload all of the remains of the food he’d purchased, intending to leave that with the Leopard, since he wasn’t at all certain how they would be traveling once on the ground there. Walking was possible, for at least portions of the trip. 
 
    If so, then he was going to have to get rid of some of his gear. He didn't have a lot, but it was more than Juniper had carried for him, into the desert. There was a lot of gold and some jewelry in the mix, which was currently in a heavy cloth sack that was tightly bound, so it wouldn’t rattle too much. If he needed to walk, it was far too much to bring with him. Which meant, when they all got up on the deck, seeing they were in port, already tied to the dock, Anders waved to Fisher. 
 
    The magician and wizard with the good eyes. He wasn’t brilliant at either of the new functions, but he was well represented for an ocean going mage of any sort, now. The man walked over, smiling. 
 
    “Brolly Sona! You’re all off then?” 
 
    He nodded, giving the man a pleasant look in return, then scrambling to make up a reason to offload coins that wouldn’t seem like he wanted the man to sign a contract with him. That, he’d finally learned, was basically a marriage between two sea men. They shared everything and all that and implied was the idea that they also warmed each other’s beds as part of the duty. 
 
    That had been picked up working in the gally with Old Matt, but the man was filled with lore about things like that, and had been so casual about the description that Anders didn’t think it was a jest. No, he’d merely described part of the world around him, not even considering that it might seem a bit strange to Anders. 
 
    “I’d like to hire you for a duty. This is long-term if you want to be in charge of it. As you move from port to port, find out any rumors about slavers or women being taken. Report what you find to me or to the port master in the Isle of Morse, Frederic Loashe. Don’t try to rescue anyone, unless you feel honor bound as a mage to save a life, of course. If that comes up, be careful. Two dying instead of one serves no one.” 
 
    The man looked around, and leaned in, his voice low. A mere whisper. 
 
    “I need to get with you for that? How do I reach you?” 
 
    The man was nowhere near being able to communicate with him, using magic. Not in words or any sort. Still, Anders smiled, since the man, not great at wizardry, could do it well enough to be noticed. 
 
    “Use wizardry to focus all your attention on me, and I’ll be in touch with you. It might take me some time to notice you, so keep at it if it’s important. Also, I’ll be sending instructions to you, for practice and all that. The others, too, but if I’m paying you in gold, I expect you to be worth the hire. That means constant improvement in magic, as well.” He didn’t smile at the words, though it was a fight to keep his face blank. 
 
    The other man glanced around a bit and then nodded. 
 
    “Understood. You need eyes and ears out here and don’t want me to go down too easily, if a fight comes. Good thinking. How much coin to I get for it?” The man looked a bit greedy, but when Anders pulled his pack around, off his shoulder, and portioned out half of what he had with him, the man stopped, swallowed and shook his head. 
 
    “That’s too much. Even for someone with a hundred or more spells who can guide and power the winds.” 
 
    How they were determining the going rate he didn’t know, and even after some years of having coins Anders wasn’t exactly good with them. That it was too much was clear, but he shrugged, since carrying that much weight was a bigger problem for him than losing the gold and silver. 
 
    “This isn’t your pay. I mean, if you need a tankard of ale or want to give a young lady or man some treats to soften the way taken out if it, by all means, but this is just a tool for you to use. Protect people with it. Even if you were a rapist or a killer before, and I’m not saying you were, you can’t be now. If you need more and aren’t just wasting it, I’ll try to send some along. I want results in that case though, not just casually overheard information.” 
 
    The man, acting fast, collected the gold and silver up, a few gems in the mix, with bracelets of copper and silver, that Anders had made for entertainment, wrapping it in a rather disgusting and filthy cloth that was being carried in his waistband. 
 
    “It will be done. Why pick me though? Breegs is better at magic. Kreed is your friend and Enna has his own ship.” 
 
    Anders grinned. 
 
    “Breegs is as good as you are, but not better. I expect you to put in daily work and practice, so unless he works hard, that won’t last long. Kreed is my friend now? I mean, more than you are? I wasn’t aware of that. He’s a good man, for a pirate, but you can fit in as a common sailor more easily. Not that I don’t have something for him, as well, before we go.” 
 
    He did, but it wasn’t vast riches. Just new teeth. 
 
    Not all of the crew had come and asked for such things over the last weeks, but a lot of them had. Kreed didn’t know if that was allowed to him, so had held back. Meaning, on seeing the man moving cargo already, with Breegs the First Mate near him, Anders called out. 
 
    “First? Can I grab Kreed here for half a mark? I know there’s unloading, but I need to get him some teeth, if that works for everyone?” 
 
    The black bearded, scared man, snorted. 
 
    “I get those too? We’ll look funny, having all our chompers like this. What do we tell people if they ask?” The man looked ready to spit over the idea, as Anders shrugged. 
 
    “The truth works for this. You sometimes travel with Brolly the insane mage and he insisted. Let’s get to it, so the Captain doesn’t get too upset, you sitting and being lazy while everyone else works.” 
 
    The procedure wasn’t as new to him now, so really didn’t take forever. He had to use magic to lighten the other teeth as well, so they all matched, but he had that ready to go. Meaning half a mark later, the man rose from the deck, where they’d both been sitting, and spoke, his voice rough. 
 
    “Good work. What do I owe you for it?” 
 
    Anders shrugged, then waved a bit, toward where the men were working. He knew better than to say nothing, since that would lead to people taking advantage of him, or could. 
 
    “Get with Fisher? He has a project. You’re working for him on it, and don’t get paid, other than the teeth. Don’t discuss it in the open.” He grinned then. “And no, it isn’t taking the ship over. I’ll occasionally send orders in, through him.” 
 
    Then, since everyone else was on the shore already, or rather, waiting in a clutch of bodies on the dock, off to the side, Anders scrambled to meet them, sighing and using magic as he moved. Not to clean himself and alter his outfit, which was nice, but a bit plain, being a light tan shirt with long sleeves and buttons up the front, tight brown trousers of what seemed heavy cloth and brown slippers with thick soles, but rather to change his coloration back to what it normally was. 
 
    A thing that had Salina pulling a mirror, and holding it for him. 
 
    “That’s a bit too pale, even for you, Anders. Too smooth as well. You look like a porcelain doll turned into a man, not a person.” 
 
    He hadn’t had to do that before, and making hundreds of tiny, very light coloration changes took a while, being done right out in the open, on a cloudy day, on the reeking docks of Harthsa. Heart Sea. That was the name of the town and it sounded better in Yansian than in Istlan, but still wasn’t a bad name. The place was small compared to some ports, like the massive one in Morse and wasn’t well cared for or clean, but the main scent was of the sea. A thing that, oddly, wasn’t a problem when you were out on the water, but was at the edge of it. 
 
    It was even worse where fishing was going on. The large gulls flocked and fought over bits of edibles, eying the people there in his group, as if they might be the next meal, if they weren’t careful. The noise there was frightful as well, the surf pounding on the shore and birds crying in their thousands. 
 
    Of interest, a man who was dressed much like Anders, but with a nice brown coat as well, and a large blond beard approached them, but noticed what Anders was doing, and nodded. Waiting for him to finish. 
 
    After a while, not used to his own face in a glass, he looked at Salina and smiled. 
 
    “Do I look like me again?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Yes, sickly and too light of color, as is your custom. It’s the you that I have always known, once again!” 
 
    Both of them were speaking in the tongue of Yanse, since that was where they were at the moment, and all of them there had that down. Not perfectly, but enough that they could be understood. Lethwin and Sowen were both a bit slow in languages, for some reason. Faster in magic, which was odd, since it took a lot less to learn new words than it did magical phrases. 
 
    Everyone had their strengths however, and both men could carry on a real conversation in Yansian now, so it was enough. At least for the moment. 
 
    The man in brown, who had a writing board with him, which was more or less common in every port so far, and a clever ink well that attached to it, the likes of which Anders had never seen before, that allowed the ink not to splash as writing was accomplished while standing and holding the board with the other hand, moved forward then. 
 
    “Welcome! I’m Gregson Clerk, sent by the Regent, Alpert Caldas, to greet his son, Anders Brolly, as well as several others. Is that this group?” He leaned in a bit, but noted that half of them were in strange trousers and shirts, and the others in rather well presented and cheery robes. 
 
    Anders nodded. 
 
    “I’m Anders Brolly. This man is Depak Eta, the Great One of Barquea. That means their highest magic user. These ladies are the Apprentice Great Ones of Barquea, Princess Salina Eta, and Princess Lissa Eta. Over here we have Lethwin, the new Mage of The Duke of Lister, Duke Ford. He’s traveling with us through Yanse, since we have friends in common. This other man is Sowen, who’s a hired guard using both arms and magic. If you know of any work, he’s looking? He’s done well so far, but we’ve also had no problems.” 
 
    Anders grinned a bit, clearly being playful on the last bit of information. Lethwin swallowed as if it was a lie to assume that Duke Ford was going to want him as a magician and wizard more than as a man to clean rooms or bring a light meal. It wasn’t, and if the Duke didn't want to hire him on, any of a hundred other well placed people would. Possibly even the King. 
 
    The common folk of Istlan weren’t comfortable with magic and even the nobility feared it more than was needful, but the truth was that they wanted power more than to feel comfortable, and Lethwin, while not even near what Lissa or Salina might manage, was more than worthy of hire in such a position. Sowen was as well. 
 
    Gregson looked at his list, and nodded. 
 
    “I have all of those names. Others as well, but they aren’t here? Or, did I miss them?” 
 
    Anders, the one who was being addressed, shook his head. 
 
    “Just us in this group. Now, Regent Alpert sent you? That’s unexpected. We were just going to see if we could hire a wagon or coach for the trip, or perhaps some horses? It’s that or walk, of course.” It was true, but the other man, who was as blond as Anders, but a bit heavier, and with more years on his face, as well as a round head that stood out a bit, nodded. 
 
    “I have some coaches and wagons both, set aside? It’s a bit of a trip from here to the Castle, and the roads aren’t wonderful…” 
 
    The man looked down, as if that indicated they were poor as a land, rather than that Anders, being related to the Regent, needed to see to fixing that for them. 
 
    “We’ll make repairs as we go. Put up some buildings and large glass houses as well, if we can find the right locations for those. That will take large open fields, since they won’t be small. It’s a project that Princess Aisla commissioned from me, so that food will be available year-round.” 
 
    There was a nod then, and a worried expression. 
 
    “No one mentioned that to me? Just that I was supposed to come to this port and collect you all, returning you in as comfortable a fashion as possible. Working to repair the roads and building things… That doesn’t sound relaxing, does it?” He was bemused at least, instead of telling them they weren’t allowed to do such things. 
 
    Anders thought about it, and then shrugged. 
 
    “Not if we do it the wrong way, no, that doesn’t. Where do we need to go first?” 
 
    That, since it was rather early, was to collect the various coaches and the three full wagons they had to carry their belongings with them. Each of them had a pack. Not even Depak’s large trunk of books had traveled with them, since they weren’t moving there full time. All of that took up a tiny bit of space in one of the wagons. 
 
    Then when they were underway, Anders rode outside, in the pattering rain, making the road in front of them reform, and in a few places dry, the ruts and worn places shifting as they moved, so they were never on uneven or sloppy roads. Not that the main highway wasn’t at least partially built of stone. 
 
    He packed and dried it, but didn’t even attempt to change the apparent nature of the material. It simply wasn’t worth the effort, even if it would look nice for a while, until it broke down again. 
 
    The coachman, who was in a long black coat and smelled of smoke and drink, his beard unkept, took a deep breath, after a while and spoke. 
 
    “You fixing to do the whole coast road this way? Betwixed here and the castle of the Regent, leastwise?” 
 
    Anders thought for a moment, then shook his head. 
 
    “No? I’m going to be doing other things, mainly. Really, we should have Sowen and Lethwin doing this part. We will, when we stop. Is there water for the horses nearby, do you think?” 
 
    That had the man laughing. 
 
    “Through these parts? Point in any direction and walk into the green at the side of the road twenty paces and you’ll be knee deep in a stream. Especially in early spring here. The snow melts and makes a mess of everything. These roads hold through that and it’s worth doing, but I don’t know how you’ll build much. I mean, I get it, a man that does roads like this will use magic, but in this damp…” 
 
    It wasn’t a bad thing to consider, and thanks to the man going into the idea at some depth, Anders was able to come up with some plans for his projects, by the time they stopped for the evening. It was early, and they still had light, but they’d made ten miles, the road being smooth and the area relatively flat. 
 
    Salina and Lissa both seemed eager enough to do their part, with Lissa pointing to a large clearing, to their left. 
 
    “I could put up something like an inn, here? A water tower and perhaps some small shops?” 
 
    He didn't know what she had in mind, but shook his head. 
 
    “I mean, yes, we should do all that, but let me check this out first? It’s the damp time of year and this area is holding a lot of water.” 
 
    Depak, standing on the dry and firm road, looked around, sniffed the air and nodded. 
 
    “Agreed. This might not be the place for new buildings. The ground itself contains a… Lot of rock shelf, actually. That’s good, but half the soil in places here on top of that is just water. Build here and your project will half sink, if you aren’t careful.” 
 
    Which was what Anders had a plan for. One that, he decided, would be taking place rather slowly, that day. First, he needed to make a walled pond which was dry and empty, then bend streams into it, with hard backed sides which would last a while. Then, over the course of several hours, he pulled tiny bits of rock off of the deep stones in the area, and drove them toward the surface, where they collected back together, forming a vast sheet of hardened stone. It went all the way down to the bedrock, and when he was done, Lissa, normally the good and sweet princess, narrowed her eyes at him, and crossed her arms, as if upset. 
 
    “So, I can’t just use the dirt under the building to put the things up this time? This stone goes down into the ground, so I can use that? Your new magic for that, making tiny movements… This isn’t going to be fun.” 
 
    She pretended to stomp, which didn’t really work for her, being too cute, but then spoke the words of a spell, one that wasn’t even close to what he would have been using, and starting to raise several buildings from the new stone sheet, the rock rising almost as a dust, and reassembling into walls and even windows, of stone. She panted, even if the work wasn’t going fast. Anders on the other hand, had just done the work in a way that hadn’t pressed him to that high of a level, simply taking a long time. Leaving Lissa feeling like she had to have a room set up for them inside an hour, so they didn’t lose the light, no doubt. 
 
    Salina didn’t help, specifically, guiding Lethwin and Sowen into making furnishings for them all, while Depak and Anders collected some firewood, with Gregson running to aid them with that, as the coachmen and wagon drivers tended to the horses, clearly supposing they were sleeping outside, even if a vast magical set of buildings was popping up in front of them. 
 
    It took more work, but he made a drive-in barn, to the side, having to clear some trees for it in the dark, then called various foods to them, and instead of cooking properly, he used magic on it, making a fine enough meal. It wasn’t truly special and he nearly fixed that, making it into a feast, when Depak Sona walked over to where he was working and simply grabbed some of the bread, meat, cheese and greens, and started eating. 
 
    “This is very nice. Thank you. All of you. It was a bit slow, however. Do you think you can manage the large platform faster, without using any more energy, Anders?” 
 
    Everyone, including the drivers, who were tentatively taking some of the food, seeing there was plenty, but not knowing if they were supposed to share, turned to see his answer. 
 
    Thinking about it, he shook his head. 
 
    “No? Or, well, I can, by having some of you others do most of the work. That will speed it up, but if I’m doing it alone, that was really about my best speed.” At least without panting and feeling like he was going to be ill constantly, which he knew was the point of the moment. 
 
    After a moment he nodded. 
 
    “I can do more with the terrain, however. This spot was here, so we used it, but if we pay attention and use the best locations, it will be a lot simpler. I need to know where to build the glass houses, too. That will take some doing. I’ll get with Aisla tonight and see if she’s pick out any locations for that yet?” 
 
    Gregson Clerk nodded in his direction, not doubting that he was going to use magic to get all that done, even if it wasn’t a thing anyone had discussed as of yet. It was nice, traveling with people who weren’t afraid of what he was doing. A thing that, he knew, would change as soon as he was back home in Istlan. 
 
    That was his place in the world. The Anders bit of him, that was. Farad was more comfortable where they had been, really, but hadn’t mentioned it since they’d left. The memories of the old man were wistful in that regard, but were, carefully, not pushing him to live the life that was comfortable for Farad. 
 
    No, that old man had been being very good that way, pushing Anders only to do his best, not picking what he was supposed to be doing otherwise. That night, while Salina gave lessons for everyone who wanted one on the tongue of Istlan, Anders moved to one of the second story rooms and contacted his second mother. 
 
    “Norothu Aisla, fen ot…” 
 
    “There’s Leopold! Come son, we need to sit while your father is busy in the other room.” 
 
    Anders smiled, hearing the words as if he were in the room with them. He spoke though, since he wasn’t there to eavesdrop. 
 
    “Princess Aisla? It’s Anders. We’ve arrived in Yanse and are, oh, fifteen miles down the road toward you. We’re fixing that as we go, but I’m supposed to be putting in some glass house farms for you? Where do you want those?” 
 
    “Anders?” The voice was almost a screech, and it seemed that the woman had jumped physically, making her chair move loudly. 
 
    “Oh, don’t do that to me! I nearly flew out of my skin!” She did, to her credit, collect herself quickly enough, after the first outburst. 
 
    “You’re here in Yanse and traveling toward us? From Harthsa… Let me get the map we have for that. I actually do have some locations picked out, though I don’t know how large you can make something like what we talked about. I got bored, so wrote up something too ambitious, of course.” 
 
    Anders was glad he didn’t reassure her it was fine, since once he heard what she wanted and looked through her eyes at the map, he had to admit, he wasn’t certain he could actually pull what she had in mind off at all. Maybe. It was going to take some real effort, however. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter seventeen 
 
      
 
    The project Aisla had in mind was probably not going to be manageable that year. He had three months to get to it, and part of that was meant to be a simple visit, staying at the castle with his family. That last part was strained to his mind, but he let go of that, choosing to redraw what was going to be needed, having to learn how to turn tree bark into paper, and borrowing an inkwell and a pen from Gregson. Thankfully he had a lot of that. Paper, as well, but Anders hadn’t asked first, so had spent ten minutes on collecting parts of trees outside. 
 
    Then, if he ever needed that kind of thing, he had it, so it was worth the time for him. 
 
    Taking most of the evening, he redrew the map that Aisla had shown him, from memory, and marked the locations that she wanted to use along the way. Each of them was land that had either belonged to now dead nobles with no heirs, the last war having taken nearly a hundred such around the kingdom. In a few cases whole families had been destroyed, on a single battlefield. 
 
    So they had empty lands, some with workers nearby, and in other cases with nearby nobles who had requested they be allowed to work the now empty lots and tracts that were left behind. Ten of them were right along the coast road, which Anders had to figure was a sign that he needed to start there. 
 
    The next morning, surprising him, Depak and Lissa caught some fattening spring rabbits, and preserved them for later, as well as collecting plants for them to eat as they went. Salina took it upon herself to make that into the seeming of tasty food, for them to eat while they traveled. It was done simply, but it was clear that the woman had made great efforts to improve her work that way. 
 
    The bread was fresh seeming, light, and had a tasty crust. The cheese was nearly perfect, being a slightly bitter white, with a smooth character to it and the meat, made of roots that Depak had found, was like delicate fowl. It nearly fell apart on the tongue it was so moist and well made. 
 
    It wasn’t hundreds of different items, but even riding in the back wagon, searching for attackers, as Sowen was in the front, smoothing the roads for them, Anders could tell that Salina had started to become a Great One in truth. 
 
    Not because she’d fixed her error, but because she’d done it on her own, without mentioning it. At least not to him. Which, he supposed meant that Lissa had always been closer to being in that state. It would, clearly, still take both of them years, maybe decades, to truly be able to take over from Depak Sona, but it would happen. At least they’d both be at a level for that. If Depak wasn’t going to serve that way for Barquea, he needed to be doing something else, of course. 
 
    Working at one of the new magical colleges, perhaps. 
 
    It didn’t have to be that, but regardless of age, if a man wasn’t going to die, he needed to be working. When you stop doing that, the end was coming soon. Not that such efforts had to be as a Great One. Being an artist probably counted as well, and Depak was a natural in that area. Making barrels or raising buildings were also good ideas, if he didn’t want to be bothered with students. 
 
    Anders marked his position on the map, and called out, as the first name came up. Near a decently large keep, that was set back on the road. 
 
    “Turn right! Prepare to turn right toward the keep!” 
 
    That actually happened, with the lead coach moving in that direction, the rattle and bumping that should have been there not happening. It took a moment, but the rustic path, deep with ruts and overgrown with grass and large rocks, was being smoothed, Sowen not having dropped his spell when the turn came. 
 
    Hopefully the Squire who owned the place would find that a positive thing. At least with the rest of the news Anders had for him. He hopped out of the wagon, while it was still moving, if slowly, and nearly fell, which would have made him look good, he didn’t doubt. He was being watched, as well, with at least six men and women coming out of the single, not too large, building, the thatched roof fresh, but the barn space being open on the front. 
 
    One of the men, holding a sword in his hand, but in the scabbard, which wasn’t much of a threat, bowed. He was clean shaved, but had long hair and a slightly horse-like face. For all that, the Squire, if it was the correct man, was sturdy, powerful from a life of hard personal effort it seemed. He wore a loose red shirt, slightly faded, and black trousers with a loose leather belt. That was to hold a sword, but again, that was in the fellow’s hand. 
 
    Probably because wearing that type of thing all the time was annoying. 
 
    Smiling, Anders held up his left hand, from over thirty paces away. 
 
    “Squire Howel?” 
 
    The man nodded, but didn’t seem upset that people had come. He was polite at least. 
 
    “Aye! We didn’t know visitors were coming. May I have your name, Sir?” 
 
    The use of the title at the end was polite of the man, but clearly meant to be, instead of an assumption that some boy was actually a knight. Anders was, but even he had barely thought about that fact in nearly a year. 
 
    “I’m Anders. From Istlan? Princess Aisla arranged for you to be gifted with the lands across the way that used to belong to Squire Allande. She also arranged for a large winter glass house to be built on part of it. You’ll have control over all of it, so it’s a pretty nice gift. I’m here to do that work, if it’s allowed?” After all, the man was the master of that land now. If he wanted, he could tell Anders he had another plan in mind. 
 
    Everyone else got out of the coaches, the man looking at his drive then, noticing the difference. He moved then, and stomped on it a few times. 
 
    “I see… Anyone that can do this must be a most powerful user of magic. What will such cost?” 
 
    Anders smiled then. 
 
    “I have a duty to see to the people of Yanse, so my own efforts won’t cost anything. Now, these others are all from other places and have no such compulsions on them. Still, two of them are the sisters of Princess Aisla, so we might, if we talk to them sweetly enough, get their help with some other things here? Some new buildings, perhaps? Then, if we can do that, well, both Sowen and Lethwin are apprenticed to Princess Salina in magic, so she may just suggest some tasks for them, for practice? We can’t actually ask Magician Depak to do any of that, being actually important and not having any real reason to help me out, in particular. That wouldn’t be proper of me at all.” 
 
    Lissa actually snorted, and beamed at the women who were standing back, who all seemed excited enough at the strange happenings. 
 
    “You know, I’d forgotten that my sister is married to the reagent here. Her child will rule one day, too… As a good aunt, I probably should actually make myself useful. What do you have in mind, Prince Anders?” 
 
    That was doing the work on the land across the road, for his portion of things. He simply walked in that direction, stated the spell, pointing and walking the area slowly, and then, after physically going to each portion of the thing, moved back. That took longer than he’d thought, since the truth was that it was the single largest thing he’d ever tried to make. Both on the surface and under the ground, at two different levels, for the heating and cooling tunnels. The deepest ones were going to have to be almost a quarter of a mile straight down. 
 
    It wasn’t going to happen fast, given that. Still, as he stood there, the Squire and a tall boy who seemed to be around Anders’ age, both moving over to him, it was possible to see and hear the magical construction taking place. Every tenth of a candle or so, the forming pit, which was actually four such areas, nearly a quarter of a mile long, but less than that wide, became about a foot deeper. He was breathing a bit hard, even doing it slowly. There was just so much going on. 
 
    The real effort was happening beneath them, too, in the depths of soil and stone. 
 
    Neither man spoke for a while, but after an hour, tall walls coming into place, with solid hinges, doors forming and frames to hold the clear glass that would be there near the end, the older man pulled out a pipe. Lit it and stood there, smoking. Not speaking at all. 
 
    When, after an hour and a half the water systems started to finally grow, the man left, the boy still standing there. Waiting with him. Anders kept huffing and puffing. Sweat pouring from him. The boy left after a time, never having spoken at all, but came back with a bucket of cool water and a metal cup, which was filled and passed to him, without even a bit of hesitation. Anders drank, but only once, and then passed the cup back. 
 
    “My thanks! This will… Probably be another few hours. Does the line of the roof look steep enough? These will hold heat from the sun well into the winter, and bring warm air up from the depths on command, but when the snows come, it has to be at an angle that will let the snow slide off if it gets too heavy.” 
 
    The boy, brown haired and lean, made a face then. 
 
    “I can see that. You need to be at a forty-five degree angle or better for that. Slightly greater than what you have. Can this be changed however? This might be fine.” 
 
    It might not, as well. 
 
    “I can fix this. Doing it now before the glass starts to form is important. The large panes will be able to pivot, so that it can be opened all the way in the hot months, so the frames can’t move once the glass is in. Not easily, at least. Let me see here…” He had to learn a new spell component, but did it quickly while standing there, then muttered gently. 
 
    “Insero granyan rofsno, ere ot ere, allang cit, fen.” 
 
    He waved his hands and muttered, the shape of the roof line that had formed becoming taller at the back, and steeper along the stone walls toward the front. At least it would be when the thick, sparkling glass grew in place. That started about half a candle later, which was still early in the day. The glass itself was a bit less than perfectly clear, because of the rock that he used to make it, but when he went inside, waving to the boy next to him to follow, in a hopefully friendly way, the sun was just as strong inside the space as it was outside. Even standing there, on a cloudy day it was warm already. Enough that Anders waved at the back wall. The high portion. That seemed to be thick stone, but was actually well packed earth, hardened to stone only on the outside. 
 
    “There are vents in the wall and floor. If it gets too warm, you open them, and close them at night, especially in the winter. There, the covered red vents go deep into the earth and will pull the cold air from inside down, warm it well and that will rise to fill the space, in the coldest times. I hope those are large enough… Over here is the water system control. If you open the stone gate here, the water will flow down the channels, and water the beds the plants are raised in. This is different than a field, but I hope it works for you here? There are cisterns hidden to the sides, underground, that will fill constantly. Don’t leave the water on all the time or these will end up being lakes. If you want a covered lake… well, draw up a plan and send it to Regent Alpert? I only get a few months and have to do at least one of these a day while traveling.” 
 
    The boy shook his head, slowly. 
 
    “That’s… A lot. I can light a candle, repeating a cantrip nine times and focusing so hard my head hurts, if you want to compare magics with me?” He grinned, but Anders didn’t, making a considering face instead. 
 
    “That’s not bad! Have you thought of going to school for it? When you write up that plan for an indoor lake and send it off, mention that to Alpert? Tell him Anders said to do it. Oh, sorry, I didn’t get your name? That’s rude of me.” He didn’t feel bad, but the other boy just looked around and nodded. 
 
    “Roland Howell. I’ll do that? We could do that with the lake. Why though? To keep the water warm in the winter for fish? They don’t really freeze, but we could grow pond weed for them and have some ducks? How warm can we really keep it?” 
 
    Anders smiled. 
 
    “Those are good questions. The real answer? I don’t honestly know. This place is getting a trifle warm, already.” 
 
    It was, so they left, but didn't open the vents yet. 
 
    When they walked out, the work just finishing for real, a group of people came walking up, with Princess Salina. She, for her part, was dressed in fine red robes that shone like silk, moved in and snorted at him. Then crossed her arms. 
 
    “No wonder this took so long. It’s a whole farm. We put up some little buildings and the boys did the furnishings for us. Gregson and the drivers are getting bored, so we should be moving along?” It was commanding, but Anders could see it, since they really were also trying to make a certain distance each day. 
 
    “Right you are. Sorry this took so long.” He winced, but Depak just laughed, softly. 
 
    The man smiled, as well. 
 
    “A hazard of any journey! Still, we should be heading along?” The words weren’t loaded, but it was kind of clear they needed to leave, for some reason. It wasn’t until later, five miles down the road, when they stopped for the evening, that Salina mentioned why they’d been hurried along. 
 
    “The Missus Howell had decided that I’d be a good match for her oldest son, Kerath. Nothing against those who work for a living, but when he came out he was drunk and smelled like a cow had just given birth to him. It wasn’t all of them, just the one man, but…” 
 
    Anders winced at the very idea. 
 
    “Ah. That makes sense then. Well, I imagine you’ll have such offers every few stops. Lissa probably will as well. They can’t get that many visitors out here, and seeing someone as lovely as you, and your sister, will have to turn their heads. Plus, if they get you to come live here, they’ll have your magic to aid them, which would be of great value.” 
 
    There was a soft exhalation, but also a sense of foreboding. 
 
    “Am I allowed to marry? The Great One isn’t allowed to rule Barquea. That… I understand it of course. We shouldn’t be led by a person who can walk out on a battle field and end a war, without even truly needing others around them to make it take place. No one could ever be expected to honestly argue a point with such a being. Grandfather Depak gave up the throne and didn’t have to, allowing others to rule and for the most part staying away for decades at a time for that very reason.” She grinned a bit then, moving to stand beside him, as Lissa put up a simple cottage for them all to share that night. They didn’t really need more on the road there. 
 
    Just a sign saying travelers were allowed to stay there. 
 
    After a while, still smiling, the older girl looked at her sister, then went on. 
 
    “Of course, to hear him tell it, he stays away so that people won’t mob him in public constantly. Except that, if he lived in Lo’usa Tet, people would barely notice him when he went walking. They only collect to see him because it’s rare.” 
 
    That was probably true. Anders had seen the crowds, so simply accepted what the man had said on the topic. Then, many important things in life had more than one good reason to do. Being locked into only one of them could lead to problems, later. 
 
    When you grew bored, or tired of how things had been going for too long, for instance. 
 
    Anders felt weary, of course. The workload he’d undergone that day had been brutal, being hard, but lasting a long time, as well. Still, in less than six hours they’d put in not only a glass house, but four of the things and from what little he’d seen, the Squire Howell and his family had suddenly moved up in the world greatly, in a single morning. Their house, humble for a noble, was now envious, being much larger and better fortified in case a battle ever came to them. 
 
    That night Lissa took care of the food, but actually tried to cook it first, making rabbit on a spit, with roasted roots. Then, laughing, she changed the food into something better, or at least more fitting to fine travelers. That even involved sweets at the end. 
 
    “This was great. Thank you, Lissa.” He meant it but felt so tired he was barely keeping his eyes opened. Instead of complaining that his life was too hard, since it was what he’d made of it in the first place, he stood, waved and walked off to bed. Feeling a bit bad for not helping anyone clean up from the meal, but also not able to keep his eyes open any longer. 
 
    The place was small, so he was sharing with Sowen again. That had been the pattern so far, even though he wasn’t that worried about Lethwin doing anything to him as he tried to sleep. It wasn’t that, just that he felt more responsible for Baret than the other man. Even if, truly, he was both not responsible for them at all, and just as duty bound there to both, equally. Aiding his uncle’s friend was important, after all. The only thing he could hope for there was that he hadn’t been rude to the man, in particular. 
 
    That he hadn’t been the best company on the trip, well, that was just the truth. Pushing people to learn new languages, ones he already knew, and doing the same with magic that way had to be annoying. 
 
    The next day they didn’t get off from traveling, but tired or not, he took another turn on the roads, since, as he’d mentioned he, personally, had a duty to Yanse that no one else there did. Doing that work meant he really wasn’t recovered the day after that, when the next set of glass houses had to be built. This time for a Duke, who was much less approachable than the Squire Howel and his people had been. Still, the man wanted the free magics and extra land at no cost, so it wasn’t a real problem for them. It did take the full day however, and they’d only traveled five miles, slightly less than that, in the morning. 
 
    His life went like that for a while. They traveled, hurrying from one building site to the next, until on the sixth one, which was a full eight days of travel in, Anders realized that he couldn’t do the work. Not didn’t want to, or was just in need of a nap first. It was enough that he smiled at Depak Sona and shook his head, before they even climbed out of the back of the wagon they were both riding in. 
 
    “I’m not doing this today.” 
 
    The other man perked up then. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Nodding, Anders looked at the very well-dressed man, his traveling robes immaculate, and smiled. 
 
    “I’m literally going to die if I try this. Not just faint or manfully lose awareness, but actually stop being. I’ve simply been pushing too hard, trying to do this. Maybe if we camp here for a few days? I hate to make us late getting in, but…” 
 
    Depak Sona nodded to him then and flexed his hands, fingers intertwined, his knuckled cracking. 
 
    “I’ll do this one? I’ve made a point of copying your design, and have the major components, I believe. You’ll still need to speak to the lord of the manor here, of course. I’m not from this part of the world and might not be instantly trusted.” 
 
    Not, of course, until the man muttered, waved his hand and had vast building appear, of course. That would probably have any arguments based on place of birth vanishing rather quickly, Anders knew. That basic effect had even worked for him and he still looked like a child to many people. 
 
    Instead of hopping out and calling to the house, Anders observed the situation first.  
 
    The building, which was made of stone, was small, compared to some of the similar dwellings he’d seen on the road, with the defensive wall being sturdy and larger, with more space inside of it. There was also a strong barn, to protect the animals as well, and what he could see of them were, it seemed, well-tended and cared for. In short, the place was modest, but the focus had been placed on the utility of it, on the military purpose of the place as was a knight’s true duty, not in looking large or expensive. 
 
    Lethwin, riding in the very front, dressed in fine enough garb for a traveler and seeming exotic with his brown skin and hair was actively settling and reshaping the dry path, so was the man addressed when the Knight and his people came out to see who had arrived. One of them was a girl, no older than Lissa, who smiled prettily enough, without it being aimed at anyone in particular. Some of the women seemed a bit tense, and shifted nervously, the new people being unexpected and unknown. The Knight himself had a short, but well cared for blonde beard, and a rather familiar face. 
 
    That man raised his right hand, showing himself to be unarmed. 
 
    “Welcome! I’m Sir Llewelyn Kline. May I aid you?” 
 
    The door of the second carriage popped open and Gregson, the slightly funny looking and round headed man hopped out. 
 
    “Cousin Lew!” 
 
    “Gregson? How have you been, you old dog! I didn’t know you were coming through this area or I would have slaughtered a pig for you! Come here, old fellow!” The large knight pulled the other man into a hug, but pounded him on the back almost instantly. Anders, for his portion of the day’s events merely wandered up, and bowed when everyone looked at him. 
 
    “There you are! I saw the name on my list, but didn't know I was here already. You might not recall me. I’m Anders…” 
 
    The man, instead of running for a weapon, moved in and hugged Anders as well. With exactly as much back pounding as his family had received. 
 
    “Marna, Geelsin… This is Anders Brolly. The War Bow?” 
 
    The oldest woman and one of the girls, the one who seemed to be about twelve or thirteen, shyly moved forward. The younger people, mainly boys, stood back, but seemed impressed with him. Impressive wasn’t a thing he was being, at the moment, so it seemed off to him. 
 
    He bowed, to all of them, using first courtly. 
 
    “Well met, all of you! Princess Aisla and her husband noticed you requested the adjoining lands? That’s a larger parcel, but I mentioned you were a friend of mine, so Prince Alpert added the large farms on either side as well. Aisla has a pet project, putting in winter glass houses, which today will be built by Depak Eta. The Great One of Barquea. You’ve met?” 
 
    Llewelyn Kline smiled, but bobbed, in a soft bow. 
 
    “We have! This is… Not to doubt your word, War Bow, but I’m being given that much? Why?” 
 
    Anders thought for a moment, then shrugged. 
 
    “To buy your loyalty, of course. That and to improve the prosperity of everyone in the area. If you have food growing in the winter, thanks to glass houses, you can sell it at a fair price, so those on harder times will eat as well. That sort of thing? Still, call me Anders? A War Bow is a weapon. Right now…” He grinned and shook his head. “Well, to be truthful, right now I’m going to be lazy, while everyone else does my work for me, since I’ve pushed too hard for the last few days. So I can’t even lay real claim toward being helpful, can I?” 
 
    Depak snorted, but genially. 
 
    “Bah… He’s raised thirty massive structures, full farms with rooves and water, in the last week and a half. I berated him into letting me do one, so I don’t grow too lazy and fat, that’s all. Now, where are we putting these. They need to face south?” 
 
    It was off of that, being more to the east, so the light would be on the glass as long as possible in the cold months. Anders walked the man through that, then stood back as some chanted muttering took place. Then, slowly, if several times faster than Anders had ever managed, six giant complexes grew out of the earth. It was more impressive looking when someone else was doing it. 
 
    The man didn't even breathe hard, as it took place. 
 
    Lissa walked over, and bowed, using the Barquean style. The knight did it back, the same way, being well traveled as he seemed to be. 
 
    “Hello, Miss. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced?” 
 
    Anders moved in then, and nodded. 
 
    “Apprentice Great One Lissa. Also, a Princess of Barquea. This is her sister Apprentice Salina.” 
 
    Lissa smiled then. 
 
    “What buildings would you like raised? If you’d like improved paths or roads, we can have Sowen do that for us?” She’d nearly said Baret, but no one other than Anders seemed to notice it happening. Not that the family there would betray them. 
 
    Not knowingly. 
 
    If they didn’t have the information, they couldn’t do it by accident, however. 
 
    The man looked baffled. 
 
    “Other buildings?” 
 
    Gregson, who was family to the man, smiled and rushed in then, gushing a bit. 
 
    “They’ve done it at each stop. Making vast dwellings, small castles and for Duke Westerly, even one that wasn’t that small at all, rise from the very earth. Then they’ve put in decorations and furnishings that… Well, not to be rude, but the castle here doesn’t have such things. It’s well appointed, too.” 
 
    The knight, honest before being self-serving, tightened then. 
 
    “That sounds like too much. Claiming to be better than the Regent and his family…” 
 
    There were dropped heads, as if the prize wasn’t going to be taken, due to honor, but no tears or angry tones. Anders grinned. 
 
    “Not truly. We’re just doing the work here first, practicing. Well, everyone else is. I’m working on the glass houses mainly, for Princes Aisla. It’s her project. Despite what he said, Depak is stepping in for me due to exhaustion and weakness, not what he claimed. That was nice of him to consider though, saving my reputation like that.” 
 
    Not, of course that his reputation there wasn’t that of an evil being who slaughtered thousands without care. 
 
    Being seen as too weak was better than that. 
 
    Nodding a bit, Sowen moved over and patted Anders on the shoulder. 
 
    “That was incredible amounts of work. All of this has been. Truly, I should learn to make those glass houses and take a turn on it. I don’t know that I’m able to, yet.” He sounded humble, but about right, given what he’d been working on of late. The thing there was, Anders had already worked out what was needed, so could teach it to him easily enough. Probably in only an hour or two, even if they went slowly. 
 
    The knight seemed bothered by the words, until Anders nodded. 
 
    “Let’s work on that tonight? Lethwin should as well, since he’s going to be Duke Lister’s new magical servant. Lister is up in the cold region, in Istlan, not far from the northern border, so deep building work is going to be useful, I’d imagine. Good thinking, Sowen. For now, I’ll just be walking around and, well, not getting in the way?” 
 
    Gregson laughed, but spoke to his cousin then. 
 
    “Master Sowen is called an apprentice, but is a power in his own right. All of these people are. I’ve never seen such a group of magic users. Truly, I’ve never even heard of it. Master Lethwin is going to work for a Duke, directly, and… You didn’t hear it from me, but outside of the castle here, I don’t think anyone has such a person on their payroll at all. If I have it right, we need to court Master Sowen for that kind of thing? Perhaps Duchess Forth could use such a man?” 
 
    The knight smiled, but cleared his throat. 
 
    “Duchess Fortholu. That… Well, she certainly has wealth enough and isn’t far from here, so I could perhaps hire you as well, if needed in the future? We should see to visiting? Are you all staying the night? We have a large front room, so it won’t be at issue.” 
 
    Lissa nodded. 
 
    “Here, how about a new house? How large do you want it? You’ve held to good fortifications here, so we need to see to that, as well.” 
 
    The man broke down, mainly because Lissa took pains to be charming and cute, and kept waving the women over, to give their input into the new dwelling. That added a second kitchen, in a separate building for the warm months, and a large, tight cellar space for keeping dry goods cool, or conversely, unfrozen in the winter. 
 
    Anders thought for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “Go deeper for both of those with a thick roof of solid earth? It’s a bit cave like, but food seldom goes off in a good cave.” He sounded strange, but doubled the storage space and resisting the idea of doing it himself, had Sowen put to making a tall defensive wall, over a much larger area than the current stone one took up. That was left in place, since it was useful for controlling the various animals. 
 
    The man ended up with a slightly larger place than a Knight probably normally managed there. By ten or twenty times. It was nearly as nice as what the Duke had been given, some days before. The water system was actually better, but that was down to the lay of the land there, nothing else. 
 
    In all, it was impressive, he had to admit. A thing that he’d missed, having been doing work all the time himself. Seeing it from a different perspective allowed him to understand what those standing there might have been thinking, in fact. 
 
    That their new leaders were fair and wonderful. Also, that if the old royalty in Yanse didn’t do the right thing, they weren’t going to do well at all.  In fact, their entire worlds might just collapse in an instant, under the weight of a small mountain that rose as fast as a castle had that day. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter eighteen 
 
      
 
    Anders didn’t take two full days off, but he did manage to teach Sowen and Lethwin to make many types of buildings, and everyone was up on the glass houses, by the time that they were finally arriving at the castle in Yarrow. That wasn’t the main city, but was, rather, the small town that had formed outside the castle since the last time Anders had been there. 
 
    It wasn’t large, but it was based on the small house that had been put there for the magical troops to live in after the last campaign. Oddly, at least to him, and not even really that strangely, they rode up to the massive stone structure to find all of the servants standing outside, with Prince Alpert and Princess Aisla there, as well, a tiny boy standing near them. He was in a little robe, but also had tiny black shoes on his feet. 
 
    Seeing Leopold there, walking, if with a toddling air to the whole endeavor had Anders counting months and then years, in his head. The boy was, he realized, almost two years old. He’d lived through the whole time, but it had gone so fast that he shook his head as he got out of the wagon. He was in the far back again, having taken to riding there, when he wasn’t working on the roads himself. That wasn’t him making a point or taking the rear as a guard in particular either. It had just allowed him not to be cooped up with anyone for hours at a time. The driver of that wagon, Merk, wasn’t a chatty man at all, so that had worked for him pretty well. A lot of his time had been spent working on refinements for magical structures, even if he hadn’t been able to practice that most of the time. Any day he built even four of the large glass houses was a waste as far as doing anything else. At least anything more than washing up or cleaning himself. Even making the evening meal had been beyond him a few times. 
 
    Hopping over the edge of the wagon, his hand on the wooden side, pushing hard to slow his fall, Anders still felt a pain in his groin as he landed. He moved instantly, leaving his pack in the back, his clothing clean and nice enough to seem correct, without making it into a statement of wealth or power. The others, except Sowen, were in finery, however. Even Gregson had managed to get Lethwin to do a fairly decent outfit up for him, using magic to alter an old set of work clothes. 
 
    Holding to his act, Sowen, the would-be guard and magic user stood well back, behind everyone else. He was clean and tidy, but like Anders had selected a plain color and a nice outfit, but one that was something more like a minor noble might have worn, if they’d fallen on hard times. That was in a deep purple for him however, which stood out, compared to the other servants there. 
 
    For his part, Anders was in black, with silver trim. It was fine enough seeming, he guessed. 
 
    Prince Alpert moved forward, looking him in the eyes, or nearly so. Then he grabbed his shoulders and pulled him into a hug. 
 
    “Anders! You look good. Strong. You’re still doing your daily exercises?” 
 
    “Most days. A few times in the last weeks I’ve just slept when I could. So that was pretty lazy of me. There was work, of course.” He waved that off, since they could speak about it later. In private. There was a lot to share that he didn’t really think should be shouted about in front of everyone who might be listening. 
 
    The prince, blond and blue eyed, with a square jaw and a decent level of muscle to him, nodded slowly. 
 
    “Oh? Well, that sounds relaxing, then.” 
 
    Aisla moved in and smiled at him, with a fake kiss to the cheek and a small hug, that had Leopold coming over with his arms out, so Anders knelt and smiled. 
 
    “Little brother!” He probably wasn’t supposed to let the boy know who he was that way, but not having been told much about his own family hadn’t helped Anders at all. No one frowned at him over it, the boy not speaking, which could be due to shyness, or even a lack of vocabulary. Anders wasn’t certain which, not knowing him well at all. 
 
    The people with him were being moved on a bit, by others in the crowd. Darren bowed to Depak and the girls, as did Jeld, the former servant from Istlan. That was done back of course. Wizard Burrows tried to hold back, but Anders waved to the man, who was a good bit less heavy than the last time they’d met. Not thin, exactly, but square and tidy looking, instead of as if he indulged himself a lot. Unless he’d taken up the sword, that probably indicated the man had been doing a lot of magic, over the last year or so. 
 
    Which was good. 
 
    “Master Burrows? We’re going to be stealing Prince Darren away, to run off and get married. We had a man ready to come and work with you as a new apprentice, but we had to kill him. There were troubles that way. All we have as a replacement right now is Sowen here… He’s… Fine, I suppose. A bit lazy, but not too bad if you beat him once a week or so. I’ll get you a switch?” 
 
    He leaned in toward the man, and winked. 
 
    “He’s good. A guard we hired on, mainly in exchange for magic lessons. You should put him through his paces. He has an offer to go work for a Duchess here in Yanse already, but his wizardry is a bit weak, so far. Not horrible, but not up to your standards.” 
 
    The man, dressed in red and brown, with wire rimmed lenses on his nose, smiled hugely. His face was bare, but seemed friendly. Kind, even. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful! I heard that we’re losing both Darren and Apprentice Walden? That last one is a shame, since he does half the magic around here. Not that you heard that from me.” The man was smiling about the idea, but it was the place of a good apprentice. 
 
    Especially in more menial tasks. 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that? I need to find the lay of things here, which probably means talking to some people.” He didn’t try to demand a private meeting, and it didn't truly need privacy, just a lack of everyone in the world listening all at once. 
 
    It was tempting to just stand to the side, instead of being attentive and actually making conversation, since Anders felt awkward and alone, suddenly. Even standing near the man who claimed to be his father, and the woman who said she was, in a way he barely understood, his mother. Leopold grabbed his leg though, tugging on the fabric. 
 
    “Up?” That was spoken in Istlan, but Anders simply nodded, and held the child in his arms, little legs trying to wrap around his middle. After the view was better for the child, he looked at Anders and poked him in the face with a single finger. 
 
    Then the boy smiled and laughed. 
 
    Strangely, he carried the boy for a while, even when he went to get his pack, as the others there looked at him as if he was being bizarre. Which was either that they figured he was supposed to be upset that Leopold was slated to be king there some day and he wasn’t, or due to carrying children around not being manly enough. Many of the servants, some familiar, turned away, grinning at him over it. For his part, Anders didn’t truly care what they thought. 
 
    Even when Walden walked over, smiling. He looked the same, if a bit leaner and a little taller. Still youthful, with red hair that curled enough to see it happening and bright freckles. His eyes were green, which Anders hadn’t really recalled, for some reason. Then, he hadn’t put the face into his memory, which he probably needed to. Truly, Apprentice Walden needed to have his own illusion name, since he was almost certainly going to be important at some point. 
 
    The boy didn't mock him for holding the child, however. Instead, he held his hand out. 
 
    “I’ll take the pack for you?” That was handed over, the leather strap being taken and hoisted over the younger boy’s shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks. You’ve been working on languages and magic?” He knew that, since he’d gotten updates from Darren at least once a week on his progress and current studies. Even part of the work that Master Burrows had teased about. 
 
    The young man shrugged, but gave a lopsided smile. 
 
    “A little. You know, from sun up to sun down, most days? It isn’t really that bad, but I’ve learned enough I can actually do some real work. Princess Aisla told me that I might get to learn how to make glass houses? She wants a few for the castle here.” There was a look away then, across the road to where the small town of Yarrow had grown. 
 
    There, to the left, near the woods, was a big enough spot for such things, if they arranged them properly. Anders nodded. 
 
    “That works, I think. I’ll do the first one and show you what to do for the others? It will make more sense if you get to see one first. I know that always helps me anyway. We have fifteen different types of structures to work on, so that will be fun. Are you going with Darren when he goes back to Barquea? I haven’t really heard so far.” 
 
    There was another shrug then. 
 
    “No one has mentioned that to me at all. I can’t really see why I’d be taken on that kind of a voyage, really. I’m an apprentice in magic still, but even Darren thinks that I’m going to be moving to journeyman soon. A few more years, at most. I’m… well, I won’t brag about being good in magic to you, but most think I’m not too bad, here.” There was no particular expression of pride in the words. 
 
    Then, it was probably just true. Walden had been fine that way when he’d left and Darren had seen to him for a year. The only thing holding him back then would probably be his age. A thing that not everyone there would see as that large of an issue. The boy was twelve after all. Old enough to have paying work, in most of Yanse. 
 
    Anders grinned and gave a nod. 
 
    “Good. Well, I’ll ask after the plan. It wouldn’t hurt for you to get to some other lands if it’s possible. If not, then we probably have to put you into a real position someplace, pretty soon. We can work on building some things tomorrow? Master Burrows mentioned that they’ve been pushing half the magical work off on you? Not all of it though? That sounds a bit lazy of you, doesn’t it?” He grinned again, since he was teasing the child. One two whole years his junior. 
 
    Shorter still, so there was that. 
 
    The boy chuckled a bit, getting what he was doing. 
 
    “There are four good magicians here now and I have to get up early and just start in on projects, in secret, most days or Master Darren will have me standing back and watching all day. When I’m not reading. That’s how I really spend most of my time. I’ve done some small buildings?” He waved a pale hand across the road, at the new town that was there. Clearly, now that he was paying attention, a lot of the work had been done using magic. Not all of it was lovely, in particular, or large, but it all seemed serviceable. 
 
    “Nicely done! You can show me what projects you worked on yourself, later? Right now…” He looked at his younger brother, still in his arms, and bounced him a bit. “We need to arrange for a meeting. Prince Leopold, you should get in on this. You probably won’t understand most of it, but feel free to ask questions?” He glanced around, then shifted his head, indicating Walden was needed to follow along as well. 
 
    “This way? Princess Aisla, Prince Alpert?” Both of them turned, as did Deepak Sona and most of the people who had traveled along with him. Gregson Clerk was there as well, standing back a bit. 
 
    Anders’s father gave him a serious look and noted that Walden had his pack. 
 
    “We could have that taken to your rooms, Prince Anders?” 
 
    He shrugged, but bobbed a bit, not really bowing. 
 
    “I was going to just build something over by the woods. A room here works as well, I suppose. We should meet, at your convenience? With both of you. Some of these others as well?” It wasn’t his place to tell the leader of a decently large country how to run things, so he tried to look as if he were only suggesting the idea in passing. Which was true enough. What Enna had mentioned, about watching his tone came to him in time for it to sound right, he hoped. He had things to share, but everyone there would probably know most of it already.  
 
    They should at least. If Walden didn’t, then he wasn’t using his wizardry nearly enough to be interesting. 
 
    Both his side mother and father nodded at him, with Aisla glancing at the small crowd there. Most of the servants were fighting to seem attentive, with half of them staring at him, smirking, still. That was because he was still holding a child, of course. That probably didn’t seem properly manful to them. He nearly felt annoyed, but bothered to focus and read their thoughts, ready to be upset, if in secret. 
 
    What he found there was far different than he’d figured on. It wasn’t that they thought him soft or weak, holding up his brother, but that they were, for the first time, seeing the War Bow as an actual human being. A person who cared for his family, and was kind to small children. Except the one man on the end, who seemed to be thinking that Anders might have collected the small and tender boy for his next meal. Even that was being thought of as a jest, and not a true insult, however. 
 
    Aisla put her hands out, to take her child back. The passing of the boy went smoothly, before she even bothered to speak. 
 
    “It’s not late. We could have a light meal, then a meeting, unless something is pressing?” 
 
    Anders shook his head. Nothing he had to share was going to change if they didn’t know it that day, much less before seeing to comfort for the others. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful. I’m at your pleasure for such things and have nothing that is of grave concern. Well, other than that Walden here and I are plotting to put in some glass houses across the way? How many of them do you want? I was thinking we could do four designed for farming, then one that’s more like a garden inside? For flowers and possibly with a pond for ducks and geese?” 
 
    He was asking if it was allowed, but Aisla clapped, and Alpert smiled as if he were giving them a present, instead of using up their valuable land. The Prince nodded, however. 
 
    “Of course. Apprentice Walden is going to aid you with that?” 
 
    Anders shrugged. 
 
    “He’s going to do half of it. If he can manage it, then we get him a horse and send him out for the rest of the summer, making them in various locations for his first Journeyman project. That and healing as he travels? I’ll be off in other locations, doing the same, after my visit here. Then we’re off to Istlan to get Princess Javina. We’ll start working on that this evening, Walden?” 
 
    He was mainly playing and Walden was a bit youthful to truly send out alone, but Alpert moved in and patted the boy on the shoulder, and lit up, as if being given another prize. 
 
    “Amazing, Apprentice Walden! If you make Journeyman we’ll actually have to start paying you.” The man didn't seem upset about that at all. 
 
    Then, a good magic user was worth the price of their hire there in Yanse. The Duchess who had been introduced to Sowen had actually been excited at an extreme level when the man showed his worth by creating a glass house for her. A smaller more decorative one than the big farms. He did some other small tasks as well, including giving a demonstration of wizardry, which had caused the woman to offer him a hundred gold a year, as his base pay. That was, for the area, unheard of. Even for the top nobles. 
 
    The woman had also been fairly kind seeming. Anders hadn’t introduce himself as the Warbow, either. That might well have changed their warm reception. Then, the woman had gotten a full farm field worth of extra glass houses and some small outbuildings, simply because they were there for a day, so she wasn’t too upset with them, truly. 
 
    Darren, seeing the obvious harassment of his apprentice, walked over, seeming happy enough to have them all there. Jeld was holding back, but seemed to work up his own nerve to approach the Regent, and his heir, seeing the other, younger men standing there. At least Anders took his movements that way. 
 
    Prince Darren seemed interested, without speaking. There were raised eyebrows and a pleasant turn to his lips, as he glanced sideways at Anders. 
 
    So, he waved at Walden. 
 
    “We’re setting your apprentice up to prove his worth, making some glass houses. I’ll show him how, if that’s allowed? Then, when he does that, we’re sending him out to build some of those for the next months until we leave for Istlan? I think he should come with us, but if not, we need to set him up with something hard and probably unpleasant to do.” Anders frowned then, and glared a bit at Walden. “Not that going with us means easy work. That will actually mean more work, probably. We can take him to Istlan and set him up fletching arrows, perhaps?” It was a real skill, after all. 
 
    Anders meant that one, but Prince Alpert laughed and waved the words away, as if it were a mean jest. 
 
    “Truly, doing large building projects and repairing roads is more valuable to us. Even if we pay for it. I’ve had word that the entire coast road was improved already. People along that route are rather happy with us right now, seeing that. The glass houses are impressive, but common men and women use the roads themselves.” 
 
    Anders was actually fine with that idea, himself. 
 
    “So we have him doing roads along the way? That works, of course. Still, we have a few days to get ready for such things. For now…” 
 
    He wasn’t certain what they were supposed to be doing, but what they did was send people into the castle, to their rooms. Of interest, even if Anders was only himself, and had honestly figured he’d be sleeping across the way, not inside the large stone building, he was given not just a room, but three of them. The inside of the space was huge, for just him, with a sitting room that had a table for eating and a large, commanding desk, so he could use the place as an office, if needed, as well as chairs and space for at least fifteen people to sit together for tea. 
 
    The bed chamber was smaller, but still held a very large bed, easily big enough for four of him, which had four poles at the corners, and draped red velvet along the top, with curtains that could be drawn to block light from the window, if he wished to sleep late. The last room was, interestingly, a space that simply held a large wardrobe, and seemed to be arranged for changing clothing. 
 
    In short, it was both the nicest place he’d ever been told to settle himself, and a waste of niceties. Still, he thought he understood the basic idea, as odd as it seemed to him. Farad got it and told him, at least. The old man sighed, and analyzed the whole thing, then used their voice, speaking out loud. 
 
    “This is a sign, not just the room they had free. They’re insisting that you’re a true Prince of Yanse. It could be Prince Alpert being kind, of course, but this may also mean more. You need to be certain of your place here. I’m not certain, but they could plan to replace Leopold with you?” 
 
    Anders didn’t see that one happening, unless it was needed to draw a threat away from his little brother. He didn’t know the boy well, but he wasn’t going to let someone simply kill him, either. Truly, if Anders stood as his second, that might work to keep the child alive. If they hurt him, then The War Bow could move in and take command, which wouldn’t go well for any plotters. 
 
    Unless that was what they wanted. Killing each of them, one by one, then demanding Anders take the throne, so they had a reason to overthrow him that was legitimate. Though that sounded too convoluted to him. It was then, Prince Alpert, or maybe someone else there, trying to be kind to him. He spoke as well, his voice higher and a bit younger than when Farad used it. 
 
    “I agree. We need to pay attention and find out what’s going on here. Now… I think the plan is for mid-meal. I should change into something nicer than this.” He glanced down, sighed, then dressed himself in the robes of a mage. Magic users did that there, so it would be understood, he thought. That or people might think he’d thrown in with some god or another as a priest. He hadn’t, but that would be fine for them to assume of him, he decided. 
 
    The trick was that he didn't want to look like a soldier or fighter, at the moment. So, he dressed in a nice soft green and white robe, with a thick vertical stripe of darker green down the middle. His version had loose trousers that seemed almost like a real robe, without the risk of him flashing his scrawny legs to the room when he sat. 
 
    Then, using a bit of focus and memory, as well as a tiny bit of wizardry, he moved into the hallway, pointed with his left hand, to the right, and walked for several minutes, until he found the large dining room, with about half the people he knew in Yanse already settled around it. Lissa was there already, dressed like a magic user, with Salina coming in behind him, followed by Depak, who seemed to nearly glow, he was dressed so well. 
 
    Walden waved to him, about halfway down the table, sitting next to Prince Darren, so he moved toward the boy, taking the seat beside him. Prince Alpert grinned as he did that, pointing at the chair next to himself, seeming to mean that was where Anders belonged. He got up, sighing. 
 
    “Fine, fine. I’ll change places. This time. That’s Leopold’s seat, though.” 
 
    Princess Aisla nodded at him, waving to it herself. 
 
    “It is, but he’s napping right now. I think he wants to be fresh for the meeting, later?” She was playing, but Anders nodded gently. 
 
    Then thought for a moment, before speaking. 
 
    “That’s a good plan. He needs to be there with us. Really, everyone here probably should be. Normally not the Princesses, but they already know all of what I have for you, or should. We… Also need Sowen, of course.” 
 
    That man wasn’t there in the room with them. Neither was Lethwin, come to that. He started to ask after that, when Salina winked at him. 
 
    “They’re seeing to my room, currently. Apprentices, so I set them right to work. A very kind servant is taking them a meal, I hear?” She seemed a bit wicked, but turned to Princess Aisla, her own sister, and shrugged. “They’re both better than that, but we haven’t tested them yet, to call them masters. I heard that you’re doing that Anders? We don’t do things the same way, back home. Journeyman status? We generally just keep practicing magic until we know enough and someone bothers to tell us that we’re a master now.” 
 
    He thought for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “Apprentice Walden is going to go and work on roads and putting up glass houses for a few months, to catch up to the others. He can do it, of course. Then they’ll need to work for at least a year on their own, before they test to become a master.” He was making that up, and it was very different than anything he’d heard of himself. Farad had seen things done that way, in his own youth, over fifteen hundred years before. 
 
    Depak Sona leaned over a bit, to look up the table at him, if only a few places. 
 
    “That sounds sensible. Start people with free work, for the public, at first, so they see the world, in a fashion that will truly tax and test them? I think, perhaps, that we should send some of these others out as well, given that. They’ve been working constantly, but never on their own, with only their own wit and merit to protect them on their travels.” That was guided toward the princesses, though Prince Darren and Master Jeld were also included in that as well. Master Burrows wasn’t, of course. The man had been on his own that way for nearly a full decade, after all. Working the northern border area, which was a bit wild, in fact. 
 
    Prince Alpert nodded, sagely, but then broke into a grin. 
 
    “We should probably stop teasing people, as enjoyable as it is. We can’t risk the Princesses to such tasks, right now.” He smiled at them, even if Salina went stiff on hearing the words. 
 
    Anders shrugged. 
 
    “They probably don’t need it, truly. They, both Captain Salina and Captain Lissa were commissioned into the Barquean Army. For merit. They didn’t buy their commissions or have that done for them. Plus, everyone has been doing their part and more, in building things as we traveled. Guard Sowen and Mr. Lethwin did most of the work on the coast road for us, in fact. That was acting as apprentice to Apprentice Great One Salina, so we don’t have to pay them for it. It does show what is really expected, Walden. That was several hundred miles of road they improved and hardened in about half a month. You can do that by yourself, but need to pace yourself, and will be stopping to build as well, so you should probably hold to less than that.” 
 
    Anders wasn’t certain how powerful the boy was, but from working with him before he’d seemed fairly normal that way. Stronger in power than Darren, but not as much as Anders. He was young, though, so that might have been wrong, at the time. If so, it could only be toward him being of greater power. 
 
    The red headed boy smirked. 
 
    “I thought we were supposed to stop the teasing?” It was a bit cheeky, but not so out of place anyone frowned at the boy. 
 
    Anders shrugged. 
 
    “That wasn’t teasing. We’ll need a team to go with you, of course. I wouldn’t set out to do this alone, myself. Now, it looks like the food is here?” 
 
    That, when it came, was fine, but not that much better than what they’d been doing for themselves on the road. Thanks to magic. The big difference was the meal they were given was real. Altering what they ate could leave some strange gaps in how it nourished a person, after all. 
 
    He could make foods that tasted better, and looked correct, made out of raw roots. In the body, they were roots, though. Easier to eat and tasting of bread or cake as they might have done, they didn’t hold the same innate properties of such things at all. Only what was there to start with. 
 
    A tuber made to seem like meat did the work of a tuber, not a slab of elk. It was hard to explain, really. He’d done it several times with the others and only Lissa and Depak seemed to truly understand what it meant. Salina still indicated that she was thinking of a meat skewer made to taste correct and look right as being the same as real animal flesh, he knew. 
 
    The food in front of them was good, if slightly odd in style to him. The cooking of Yanse was similar to that of Istlan, but the spices differed, with more astringent herbs and mints being used than he was used to. Still, no one complained, simply eating and being glad it wasn’t something found on the side of the road. 
 
    After they finished, the room was closed, instead of leaving the space, and the doors locked, with the guards stationed outside, instead of standing back along the walls. 
 
    Then Prince Alpert rubbed at his clean shaved face. 
 
    “Now, Son, what do you have to tell me?” It was odd, as if the man expected something dire, and dark. 
 
    Which wasn’t his plan at all. Except, he realized, it might seem that way to others, once he thought about it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter nineteen 
 
      
 
    Everyone there simply turned to look at him, a few of them smiling, but most of them blank, as if thinking he had tales of vast darkness for them. Unwelcome ones, at that. Rather than leave that hanging in the air, he shrugged and looked back at each of them. 
 
    “Nothing too dire. Let me start with what took place in the desert and how I’d gotten there in the first place?” 
 
    Alpert nodded, so he went on. 
 
    “I’d worked out, when I was in Modroc, in their capital of Billeth, that a man named Kaiden Sett was responsible for the murder of over two hundred people in the market there. Several members of the royal family of Barquea were part of that, working with twenty or so men and women from a death cult there. They had their own reason, which was to remove Eltha Tenet from this world, if they could. The Princess Liasa, who actually set the magical device off in the market was trying to kill me, of course. Threatened, I think, by my sudden raising up the ranks of that family instead of herself and her close relatives.” 
 
    Aisla nodded, her face a bit dire seeming. 
 
    “I was told of this. We all were. We took steps here to ready for war with Barquea over that.” She glanced at Depak, but also Salina and Lissa then. Her expression hard. The words hadn’t been. They’d been incredibly sad. 
 
    Depak closed his eyes. 
 
    “Who could blame you for that? I tested Darian and Naveed myself, however. They had no part in this, other than as targets for those pushed by Baret. He… Sula Darian struggled with that portion of things. The boy had interfered with the minds of everyone there at the palace, but his message was only that each person should do what is needed. It wasn’t a direct call to violence, but he understood that many there would take it that way and used the trick to sus out who was a danger to the ruler and his heir.” 
 
    That was a thing that Anders hadn’t really heard before. Truly, he’d assumed that Baret had stolen their minds himself, and directed them to take specific actions, against their will. Even working with the boy each day and traveling with him after that, he hadn’t bothered to ask what exactly had been done by the former prince. 
 
    Then, he might not have been told about it on purpose. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Which made things difficult. Baret was stripped of his rank for it, since Prince Naveed nearly died in the action, and no one was certain what to do. Various groups called for his death, or his exile, but in the end I faked his death, after Depak Sona demanded it. Salina aided in that, since it was a hurried and sloppy affair. If not for her being clever and quick, we would have failed, probably with Baret being dead right now. I wasn’t going to fight my way out of the palace with him, at any rate. Not without orders from the Sula, which I didn’t have.” 
 
    Princess Lissa inhaled so sharply it was nearly a gasp. Everyone turned to her. 
 
    “He said it was sloppy, and perhaps it was. I also couldn’t tell that my brother wasn’t being killed in front of me. Even using magic. He vanished and was replaced by an exact likeness of him. He gave a speech, taking full responsibility for everything, and asking that no war come of it and that we burn the body when he was dead, so that no one could venerate his tomb.” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly what had been said at the time, but it was interesting to learn what she had thought was happening. 
 
    Anders went on. 
 
    “Before that, I had traveled there but the investigation was still ongoing. Depak and Rashid Eta had found the culprit, but were working to protect him as well as they could. Nothing that brilliant came to them, so I was asked to wait for some time. I did that for some months, in the desert, where I found out more about Kaiden Sett.” 
 
    The words had Walden shaking his head a bit. 
 
    “Wait, you found things out while in the desert? How? Wizard work?” 
 
    That would make sense, of course. 
 
    “No. A woman came, in the form of a girl a few years older than myself. Anarra. She was part of a traveling caravan, or so it seemed. It was all an illusion. One that I couldn’t see through at all.” He focused, the woman herself being called into being beside him, in the form he’d seen her. A plain, normal illusion, with no substance. 
 
    People looked at the pretty girl, as he waved toward her, behind his right shoulder. 
 
    “Her. The entire thing was a trick. She’d told me that it wasn’t the first time that we’d met, either. That she’d been watching me, to make certain I wasn’t evil. Kaidan Sett is her son. He also holds the memories of her first five or six hundred years of life. Possibly more than that. The woman was ancient when she schooled… Well, the ancient figure Ganges the Great and Terrible. Her son lives on still as well. She called him a monster.”  
 
    If he tried to mention Ganges by that name, as a man they knew, everyone in the room, or at least many of them, would be forced to flee to the privy. They could hear of him as a historical figure however, the magic not impacting that at all, for some reason. 
 
    The vision was waved away, and he went on. 
 
    “I checked her words with Hoatha Eta, who came to the desert, bending space to show up instantly, when I reached out to him. I can’t do that myself, so it was rather impressive. He confirmed that it was both the real Anarra and that Kai as he called him, is both insane and so hard to kill that even those of ancient power try to leave him alone. Currently we have watchers on him, including his own wife and Eltha Tennet, but they don’t know of the rest of this. That we can’t stop him.” 
 
    Everyone just sat there, no one speaking, for a long time. 
 
    “Then, after I went to the palace there, we freed Baret and traveled to the North Port of Barquea. We put up some buildings, so when we travel there, we should have some nice places to stay?” He glanced at Darren, who nodded back, his pale face seeming blank. 
 
    “That sounds pleasant. Not that the inns there were bad.” 
 
    There was a cough, from Depak Sona, who shook his head. 
 
    “One of the places was a front for a kidnapping ring. Women were being taken in the night. They planned to do this with Salina and Lissa. Anders found out about it, and working together with the Army, we ended their plans. Two of the men had been given leniency by Prince Naveed, but Anders ordered them placed into the Army for ten years, as punishment.” The words were oddly cool seeming, for some reason. 
 
    He’d noticed that before, but shook his head. This time he commented on it. He hadn’t before, the time not being correct. 
 
    “Was that too much? I… Truly, remember, I’d faked Baret’s death a day or two before that, and stolen him away. He’d gotten two hundred people killed. I’ve killed more than that myself by so much that I can’t even explain it to most people. I say that I’ve killed seventy thousand and that’s a lie. It’s nearly a hundred thousand. Not all of them in battle, properly speaking. Those men had helped take innocent women in the night, which was always wrong, but… Well, all I’d promised them was that they wouldn’t be drawn and quartered. I’d thought that they’d be hung, to be honest. Even if they only did it to save their women, their family, from being taken. The sister was raped to control them, some months before. I should have let them go free? I was trying to… I don’t know. I wasn’t proving how evil I am. I just don’t want others to think it’s fine to take women in the night like that.” 
 
    Clearly, others there thought he had been wrong in doing so. 
 
    Depak shook his head at the idea and sighed. 
 
    “It wasn’t wrong, truly. It was only that it seemed as if you were flouting Prince Naveed, which could be taken poorly, if it’s noticed at all. Indeed, I questioned him on the topic myself and he was only asking for them to be spared, having heard that you had promised light treatment for them. You also need to contact them, Darian and Naveed, soon, about the events of that town you freed.” 
 
    There was a baffled set of expressions, with Prince Alpert frowning at the well-dressed magician from the south. 
 
    “He freed a town, you say?” 
 
    Anders ducked a bit, nearly having forgotten about that, for some reason. 
 
    “Oh… Right. Forest Way. I came through there when I left the desert. A single family, with ten or eleven men in it, all brothers, had been ruling the place, doing horrible things to the people there. Killing some and robbing them. Abusing the women. I killed most of them and had the remaining two arrested. I’d figured my part was done there?” 
 
    The bald, rather tan fellow grinned, making his mustache twitch in a friendly fashion. 
 
    “No one doubts your word in the matter, but how do you wish them punished? As a prince, you can recommend or even order many things be done, including nothing. Having seen things first hand on the ground there in that town, it would serve well for you to suggest a course of action here.” 
 
    Anders felt put on the spot, even as he realized that no one was suggesting he run off and speak to the Sula on the matter that moment. The truth was a thing that he didn’t want to speak about to everyone there, but, speaking in Yansian, as they all had been there, he simply nodded and decided to bare the truth he wanted to hide from even himself. 
 
    “I’m… Not a good person. A monster. Even with those men, I was fighting that and acted in a way that was harsher than was needed, it seems. I don’t think I do things like this well at all. I save my friends and family without thinking about it, then want to kill anyone who dares to stand against me at all. That…” 
 
    No one spoke for a long time, but finally Darren did it, his shoulders rising first, his eyes locking with Anders. 
 
    “I know that such methods worked out for me fairly well.” 
 
    He nodded, not planning to say anything about that case, since Darren had killed a man with poison, and Anders had framed another man for it, to save him. Prince Alpert spoke anyway, nodding. 
 
    “Which… Yes. There was much discussion about that in private chambers at the time. The man killed was an innocent, but it was felt that forcing Anders Brolly to fight to get you free was a poor plan, Prince Darren. I understand your thoughts in this, Anders. Many wrestle with such things. Do we punish harshly, and steal the lives of those who might be innocent, or do we protect those we love when they make the wrong step in life? There is no easy answer to such things.” 
 
    He nodded, feeling young and lost, hearing the words, thinking of everything he’d done, and those who had died at his hand. After a moment, Alpert, his father, a man he’d rarely seen even living in the castle, until two years before, went on. 
 
    “For now, I say ere on the side of caution when you can. You didn’t simply let those two kidnappers go, but you didn’t end their lives. They can serve with honor in the Army, and have a life. Even a good one, doing that. It doesn’t aid the women taken, of course, but that kind of thing seldom ends well.” The man seemed sad for a moment. Anders was about to pretend to feel that way, when Depak made a single, pleased sound, and brought his hands together. 
 
    “Ah! I forgot to mention that to you, Anders. All three of the ladies taken have been recovered. Alive and relatively unharmed. Abused, but whole and intact otherwise.” He smiled up that table at Aisla and her husband then. “Before we left Barquea Anders located them, using wizardry. We set the Army to the task and they got to all of them before they could be moved. One of those was in a different land, so the work had to be done most carefully. Then, before we left the ship some weeks back, Anders made arrangements with some of the crew to collect information about any women being taken that they find out about in their voyages. He paid half of what he had for that with them.” 
 
    Lissa nodded then. 
 
    “He also made a similar arrangement with the port master on the Isle of Morse. We collected some coins for that.” She spoke those words directly to Prince Alpert, which, after a moment, Anders understood. To her a lot of what had been being spoken of was a report on what he’d been getting up to. As a Prince of Yanse. In Barquea that was about promotion for good works, of course. 
 
    There, in Yanse, it wasn’t going to be about anything that fun at all, just giving the man information. Still, it wasn’t a horrible thing for the Regent to understand what was going on in the world. 
 
    Anders nodded, since that was all real enough. 
 
    “I understand. I’ll make certain not to call for death, or harsh punishment and leave that to others, for the time being.” It wasn’t fair to anyone there, since they’d all been kind to him about things, save one hard look from Depak Sona, but he felt slightly scolded by the whole process. 
 
    Farad felt… Relieved. As if the old man in his head couldn’t simply remind him not to be a horrible person when it was needed. 
 
    He was done with his story, but Princess Salina glanced down the table and smiled up at Alpert. 
 
    “I have some news and requests?” 
 
    The blond man nodded in her direction. 
 
    “Always a pleasure to hear from you, Princess.” 
 
    She didn’t stand, but did straighten, and seem rather formal for a moment. 
 
    “My father, the Sula, requests that Prince Darren, his Apprentice Walden and Master Jeld Nardel attend him at court, if possible. It’s required for you, Darren, since you’re going to get married. We also have to get Javina, of course. When we get to Istlan we’re supposed to see if we can invite Princess Mathia along as well, since I have some marriageable brothers to introduce her to. Oh, on that side of things, the Salutha of Doma to the south and west of the second continent has asked for her son to meet her as well. He’s eighteen, I think? I don’t know much else about him, but haven’t heard anything bad about him either.” 
 
    That was new information to Anders, of course. 
 
    He paused, then nodded, to himself. Glancing down the table at Jeld, he held his tongue. The man was average looking, and a former servant, but a castle servant, which was nearly royalty in its own strange way. Especially to people from Barquea. Salina needed to get married and the man was a bit older, being in his early-to-mid-twenties. It wasn’t his place to make such matches, but putting them near each other occasionally couldn’t harm anything that way. 
 
    Several of the others had news to share as well, though that was less official. That meant, after some hours, he was able to get away with Walden, and walk across the road in front of the castle wall, over by the forest. Then, slowly, he built a glass house. Just one, explaining the whole procedure to the boy next to him. As he did that, he introduced the new, faster, learning method to the boy. He picked it up almost instantly, which was the best anyone had done so far. 
 
    Twenty new phrases later, a second glass house was busily growing, slowly, next to the one Anders had put in. Walden was breathing hard, but only slightly. Pushing himself, but with a good bit of care. More than Anders had used in his own first year of doing magic. Then, it was possible that Walden was just smarter than he was. Not Farad, maybe, but Anders. 
 
    A thought that had him smiling as the work took place. 
 
    “That’s it. We’re going to be here for a while, then we need to work up teams and get out, to set up more of these before the cool weather comes. Then, well, we’ll need to head to Istlan. After that…” 
 
    He didn’t truly know what to do after that, but the boy still gasping a bit, nodded. 
 
    “Then we go to find that man? Kai Sett? How are we taking him? We can’t kill him, but that isn’t the only thing we can do, is it? Darren taught me how to take away magical powers. He learned that from you, he said, talking in his head? If I can get close enough to him, I can stop his magic and then we can beat him and lock him away in a dungeon?” 
 
    The words were a little simple, and he doubted that they, the two of them, could pull that off at all, from the sound of it. Then, Walden was giving an idea, not saying that they were supposed to fight the great evils of the world alone. 
 
    Anders sighed. 
 
    “We might have to let this one go. I hate it, but if the ancient powers of the world can’t touch him, we can’t. Not yet. So, we keep working, and practice, in case it becomes needed. Now, when this is done, we need to sleep, but in the morning, I think we should design that indoor garden. They do something interesting with hanging boxes and supports in Barquea, that we could copy for part of it? Plus, maybe a little lake in the bottom of the glass house? That will need to be done with care, so we don’t flood the heating and cooling tubes.” 
 
    They discussed that for a while, then both went back into the castle, to sleep. That and to plan. 
 
    Anders didn’t have a lot of that last one left, but he knew that ideas would come, if he had enough time. They always did. 
 
    So, armed with that, he found his room, and stayed there, until morning, not sleeping much at all. 
 
    It wasn’t until later, after working the early part of the day away that it actually hit him that there was a lot more to do in the next months than he’d truly planned on before. Mainly because, for all he’d mentioned to everyone that would listen about how they needed to leave Kaiden Sett alone and couldn’t beat him in battle, he had a plan of sorts, forming there. 
 
    Not to punish the man, but to try, if possible, to change his mind in a fashion that would cause him to become a better person. No one had ever mentioned doing that before, but he knew it was possible. 
 
    After all, having Farad with him had done that for him. 
 
    He simply needed to find a way to help Kai in a similar fashion. 
 
    A thing that, in the end, he didn’t know if he could do at all. So, in many ways, it was much like everything else in his world. With that cheery thought, he worked the whole rest of the day with Walden, Darren and Jeld, as well as Master Burrows. 
 
    They rebuilt a lot of structures in Yarrow, including how the water system there functioned. When that was done, he decided to hit the road, alone. There in Yanse. They might not love him, but they needed food in the winter and good roads, just like everyplace else did. 
 
    That in mind, he moved to set that in motion. 
 
    Desperately trying to figure out how to save the world from Kai Sett. 
 
    Which finally had him shaking his head. 
 
    “Not the world, Anders. You just need to protect his victims. That’s a much easier task, even if he can’t be defeated in combat. Keep that in mind.” 
 
    The words sounded old, but after a moment, he understood that they hadn’t come from Farad at all. No, the words had come from himself. That, of course, didn’t mean they were wrong. 
 
    A thing that even the old man inside his mind agreed with. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword: 
 
      
 
    In these troubled times, it is important to prepare for any contingency. So, no, I’m not putting a link or an ad for other books here. Just get ready as best you can, and stay as safe as possible. People rarely lose because they took early action. 
 
      
 
    Thank you all. 
 
    P.S. Power 
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